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INTRODUCTION 
Whither, whither, merchant-sailors, ' 
Whitherward now in roaring gales? 
Competing still, ye huntsman-whalers, 
In leviathan's wake what boat prevails? 
And man-of-war's men, whereaway? 
If now no dinned drum beats to ~uarters 
On the wilds of midnight waters---
Foeman looming through the spray; 
Do yet your gangway lanterns, streaming, 
Vainly strive to pierce below, 
When, tilted from the slant plank gleaming, 
A brother you see to darkness go? 
.But, gunmates lashed in shotted canvas, 
If where long watch-below ye keep, 
Never the shrill llllll hands E:E hammocksJit 
Breaks the spell that charms your sleep, 
And· summoning trumps mig4t va~ call, 
And booming guns implore--
A beat, a heart-beat musters all, 
One heart-beat at heart-core. 
It musters. But to clasp, retain; 
To see you at the halyards main---
To hear your chorus once againJ 
In the last lonely years o:f his life, Melville wrote the above lines 
about John Marr, a sailor who had left the sea to live on the prairies 
among uncongenial pioneers. Misunderstood by these staid landsman, he 
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retreated more and more to his memories of old shipmates. The outstand-
ing sea literature of the nineteenth century was produced by men who, 
like John Mar:r-, were constantly trying to recreate their years before 
the mast. James Fenimore Cooper, America's first major sea novelist, 
spent most of his life as a writer and country gentleman, but he never 
lost his interest in ships and the men who sailed them. Richard Henry 
Dana, Jr., at the end of his long legal career, wrote that his thoughts 
were continually returning to the sea. He felt that his life on shore 
had been a failure and that his one achievement had been his youthful 
narrative of his years as a sailor. As for Herman Melville, b.e undoubt-
edly created John Marr as his own alter ego. The impact of the sea on 
these men,and the experiences which they shared with the common seamen 
in merchant ships, whalers, and frigates, established the literature of 
the sea as an integral part of our .American heritage .. 
The sea has always been basic to .American life and thought. 
B.Y the time America had succeeded in winning her independence from 
England, intrepid American seamen were already sailing their small 
vessels around the stormy tip of Cape Horn to the coast of California 
for furs, to the South Sea islands for sandalwood and b~che de mer, and 
on to China for tea and silks. It was American sailors too who, in their 
pursuit of whales and seals, pushed through icebergs to the Arctic Ocean 
and then sailed down across the e~uator to chart new islands in the 
Pacific and discover the continent of Antarctica. Thus the sea as an 
economic venture early appealed to the practical nature of Americans;. 
The landed gentry had brought their old family names, prestige, and 
wealth from Europe, but a man engaged in t~e mercantile profession, if 
he had sufficient courage and ingenuity, might rise from a common seaman 
to become master of his own ship, make his fortune, and retire at a com-
paratively young age. Such opportunity seemed to be a perfect illustra-
tion of the American concept of democracy. 
But there was an appeal to the romantic side of men 1s natures 
as well as to the practical. The same spirit that moved pioneers to 
push further and further west across the continent inspired men to go to 
sea. It remained a safety valve against the pressures of civilization. 
Man could brood upon the immensity of the ocean and seek his own answers 
to the questions of life. The frontier and the sea helped to breed a 
race of self-reliant individuals. 
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When one considers how great a part the ocean has played in the 
history of America, it is not surprising to discover that it inspired some 
of the greatest writers of the nineteenth ?entury. It is more amazing 
that it influenced so few. With the exception of the works of Cooper and 
Melville, perhaps only the single romances of Colonel Joseph c. Bart and 
William Starbuck Mayo and the short tales and sketches of William Leggett 
and Nathaniel Ames could actually be considered true sea fiction. The 
term ttnovel1~; in the first half of the nineteenth century was limited to 
those works based on actual happenings. However, even romantic writers 
such as Cooper, Bart, and Mayo attempted to add vraisemblance to their 
plots by including actual people and places or even going so far as to 
state in the preface that the events follotdng were true. In spite of 
many fictional characters and sometimes wildly improbable plots, most 
writers of maritime romances presented essentially accurate pictures of 
life in the forecastle. Melville's factual style led critics to devote 
years of research to tracing out the autobiographic material in his novels, 
only to have it later proved that he had often fashioned events to fit 
his literar.r needs. 
There were exceptions to these attempts at vraisemblance, of 
course. Edgar Allan Poe used Gothic elements to heighten the excitement 
o:f his sea tales. Although in The Narrative of !• Gordon Pym he employed 
all the stock ingredients of a nineteenth century sea novel--mut~, ship-
wreck, a voyage to Antarctica--and though he had the help of a genuine 
seaman, Jeremiah Reynolds, his tale was :far :from realistic. Since his 
sailors are shadawy and his plot bizarre, his romance adds little to the 
study of American connnon se en. The same is true of writers such as 
Henry P. Cheever, Timothy Flint, Edward Judson, and Captain J. H. 
Ingraham, who in spite of gold descriptions and moments. of high excite-
ment, manipulated their sail rs like puppets to further their romantic 
plots. 
For the most part, it was the greasy whalers and sealers and 
the .dark, dirty forecastles 0f the ordinar,y merchant ships that inspired 
much of the fiction. Furthelore some of the most exciting reading. and 
·the best. pictures of a sailolts life come from the factual narratives o£ 
writers like J. Ross Browne, Josiah Cobb, and Richard Henry Dana, Jr. 
The reason for this probably lies pa.J:.'tly in the crusading spirit which 
marks the history of America in the first half of the nineteenth century. 
Writing from personal experi nee, the authors had a sincere desire to 
improve conditio~ on the sJps, and uplift the morals of the sailors, 
for.they had learned from b~iter experienae that a seaman's life was one 
of hardship rather than ro~ce. In ~ddition, it must be remembered that 
the actual period of maritiml· greatness was short. The educated men con-
cerned with shipping we.re to j busy making their fortunes to write about 
it, and the seamen themselves were rarely literate. It was a piece o£ 
e:.x:traordinary good fortune ttt the forecastle should contain three such 
literary spokesmen as Cooper Melville, and Dana. 
Strangely enough, clipper ships, whose graceful lines and 
breathtaking beauty have ins ired so many twentieth century historical 
novelists, were not the subj cts of aqr great novels of their own time. 
New England, the center of s much of the rnaxiti.me activity, produced no 
sea fiction to equal that of Cooper 1s. One would have thought that the 
sea would have been the nat al element for Nathaniel Hawthorne's alle-
gorical stories. The son of a sea captain, Hawthorne lived in Salem 
during the period immediate] following the prosperous days in the East 
India trade. In his youth, e read the log of his father's ship Herald, 
and in later years as a cler in both the Boston and Salem Custom Houses 
be must have read the record of ships and talked to the old sailors who 
freq_uented the nearby wharves. Hawthorne loved the sea, but except for 
a brief mention in the prefac to The Scarlet Letter he seemed almost 
unaware of that important a:rp ct of New England history. James Russell 
Lowell frankly admitted in ·. journal that be found the sea ttdesperately 
monotonous, tt' and Oliver Wende11 Holmes wrote in his Autocrat at the 
\ --
Breakfast Table that he much referred to look at the ocean from a front 
window, safely protected from its force. In nearby Concord, Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, Henry Thoreau, and t e other Transcendentalists were too bus,y 
pondering the over-soul to co ern themselves with anything as e.artby as 
sailors. Unlike Melville, had not succeeded in reducing the universe 
to the microcosm of a ship. en such poets as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 
and John Greenleaf Whittier, o loved the ocean, wrote mainly of old 
legends and shipwrecks or the · ew of the water from the shore. It re-
mained for twentieth century iters to recapture the romance of the 
clipper ship era, for the rise o£ industrialism which followed the Civil 
War brought the romantic movem t in nineteenth century .America to an end. 
Although the English ~iters, Defoe, Smollett, and Scott, had 
been the first to popu].arize ro[es of ocean adventures, none of their 
novels, had been primarily abou the sea. Defoe devoted more pages to 
showing how Crusoe adjusted to · e on his desert island than he did to 
- ·. "'' 
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his sailing adventures. rick Random's impressment in the navy was 
merely one of a long series f incidents, and the action in Scott's The 
Pirate is about equally di · ed betw:een the land and the sea. 
James Fenimore Coo er followed to a certain extent the plot 
pattern established b.r Scot ; however, he made one distinct innovation. 
For the first time the sea s depicted as a major force in human affairs. 
This departure was to be co inued in later American writers. Further-
more, American authors, imb the democratic spirit of the age, 
were more interested in life in the forecastle than on the quarter-deck. 
The emphasis that nineteent century American writers placed on the 
importance of man as an ind · idual brought about a change in the li tera.ry 
haildling of the seaman. common man became the t:rn.ly representative · 
hero in the literature of t democratic new nation. 
·n nineteenth century literature reflects 
the changing spirit of the a e. Although Cooper belonged to the Democratic 
party, he had retained many f the Federalist beliefs and attitudes of 
gentry tbat,for an optimum o efficiency, the common people should look 
to the gentleman class for eir leaders. A crew owed total allegiance 
to their captairi and if he re forced to use a little judicious punish-
·, 
ment to keep them in line, r formers on land, who knew nothing about life 
on shipboard, should not get involved. Gradually this attitude changed. 
It was all very well to lea the responsibility for the punishment of 
the crew· to the captain in t e days when officers began in the forecastle 
and worked their way to the uarter-deck through hard work and ability. 
With the opening of' the West, however, many of' the adventurous young men 
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who .in the opening days of e nineteenth century would have looked to 
the sea for a career began o turn their faces inland. Furthermore, 
shipping was becoming big bu iness. Ships were owned b.r companies con-
cerned solely with profits. Economic depression drove many men to sea 
who were unfit to be seamen. Made desperate by the intolerable condi-
tions aboard ship, these me often deserted at the first port of call. 
Portuguese, Kanakas, outcast of all nations--men who understood little 
English and no command but t e lash--were hired to fill the vacancies. 
Captains were forced to use ore vigorous punishments to keep these men 
in line, and so the vicious ycle began. As conditions on shipboard 
became worse, fewer.men of a ility elected to go to sea. Forecastles 
were filled with outcasts the dregs of humanity. The paternal, 
exper~enced captains of Cooprrts era were replaced by harsh, desperate 
men. B.r the second quarter f the century, seamen faced incredible hard-
ships whether in the merchan service, the Navy, or in whalers. Flogging, 
insufficient food, miserable quarters, low pay, long hours, hard work, 
constant danger, and no redr ss for mistreatment made their lives dismal. 
Ames, Dana, and Melville vi ed with horror the deplorable conditions on 
many ships and the spectacle of men under the lash. They saw the need 
to present these degraded seamen as human beings who drank, fought, and 
suffered. 1 
Americans in the eteenth century were conscious of the need 
for new reform measures for he laboring classes. Undoubtedly the in-
fluence of Melville and Dana in bringing about social legislation for 
seamen has been overemphasiz d for they were merely giving voice to the 
general feeling of the age. Furthermore, the cruelty of flogging and the 
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need for·bet~er conditions o ships was not a new subject for fiction. 
The English writers, Stnollet and Marryat, had .Pointed out abuses in the 
British fleet, but American iters were the first to be concerned with 
the common seaman as an indifidual. 
The nineteenth cen urY was the period of the rise of the common 
man ail;d the q_uest for nationl.lism. Seamen like Cooper t s Long Tom Coffin 
and Ithuel Bolt were to beco e part of the America::n :myth. By the time 
that Melville created White acket and Ishmael, the levels of interpreta-
tion had become infinite. B th Cooper and Melville drew their seamen 
from life, but through their creative genius, they were transformed into 
something larger than life. Thus the common seaman as a democratic, 
realistic, and mythic figure has a threefold importance in the stuqy of 
These three aspect of the literary treatment of the common 
J 
seaman in nineteenth century prose form the basis for this dissertation. 
The increasing emphasis on l e in the forecastle in American maritime 
literature reflected the dem cratio, humanitarian movement which wa~ 
sweeping the country, as we as, paradoxically, the rapid deteriora-
tion of the seaman's conditi n because of the pressure for greater 
profits--whether in whaling, or transporting immigrants. The glowing 
vision of America's future w • ch was shared by the inhabitants of this 
rapidly growing continent wa to be destroyed eventually by the conflict 
which split the country in 1 6~, but in the years· between the War of 
l8l2 and the Civil War, the ommon man rose from obscurity to become the 
backbone of the nation. Cha ter I, 11The Common Seaman and the American 
Democratic Tradi tion,11 presen s the thesis that the rising importance of 
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the common seaman in ninete nth century literature was indicative o£ the 
growing democratic attitude o£ the age. While Cooper, Dana, and Melville~ 
the three major authors 
into vehicles £or their 
he period, deliberately shaped their writings 
•tical and social theories, the lesser writers 
o£ popular romances unconsc·ously revealed the American democratic atti-
tudee .America was presente as a land o£ unlimited opportunity £or the 
good and industrious. these works, the importance o£ the indi-
vidual was no longer dete · ed by rank, £amily, or pro£ession. Ideally, 
at least, every £ree man was e~al in the eyes o£ the law and his £ellow 
men. 
Succeeding chapte o£ the dissertation are concerned with the 
conditions and expe~iences red by common seamen in each o£ the branches 
o£ the maritime. Chapter II/The Merchant Service]' traces the changes 
which took place t vessels £rom the days when they served 
en preparing £or careers in the navy or on 
the quarter-deck o£ traders o the period when tyrannical captains, 
£oreign crews, and unwholeso e conditions discouraged American seamen 
£rom signing on merchant shi James Fenimore Cooper vividly pictured 
the years £allowing the Revo ution when men saw the sea as a means to 
wealth and prestige. and Nathaniel Ames belonged to the 
transition period when a m could still make a successful career in the 
merchant service, but when c nditions had already begun to worsen. 
Final~ Herman Melville and harles Frederick Briggs described the in-
tolerable conditions in the orecastle which impelled the best o£ the 
give up the sea and seek their 
fortunes in the West. 
.. .v i'ji .... !. \,j, 
~:.-· 
,, 
and Sealers, attempts to show that the 
history of whaling and s-eali followed a downward arc similar to that 
of the merchant service. es Fenimore Cooper and Joseph Hart re-
created the days when whali and sealing ventures were community affairs 
and sources of local pride. The lay system of shared profits was unique-
ly American and compatible · th the highest ideals of democracy. As the 
demand for oil increased and American economy expanded; however, the 
desire for greater profits 1 d o~v.ners to ship more green crewmen, lured 
from the farms or off the ci y streets. Untrained and unhappy, these 
filled by whatever natives o outcasts were available. The discovery 
of petroleum and the Civil W: ultimately destroyed the whaling industry, 
but the feeling of pride {md adventure once shared by the entire crew• 
had disappeared long before. Herman Melville, J. Ross Browne, and the 
factual narratives of whale and seal hunters attest to the rough crews 
and dismal conditions of whalers during their long, wearisome voyages in 
every ocean of the world. I~ is easy to understand why fewer and fewer 
seamen chose to join in the Jnterprise which had once been considered the 
most democratic of all maritime ventures. 
Most m~n agreed thJt the best treatment and living conditions 
were to be found in the .AmerJcan Navy, the subject of Chapter IV. From 
the days when small privatae Is braved impressment and battle to keep the 
seas open for American comme ce, and perhaps take a profitable prize for 
themselves, through the esta lishrnent of the regular Navy, a berth in 
the well-ordered naval ships as considered enviable. The Pilot, one of 
the first novels on privatae ing was written by Cooper as early as 1823. 
'("".~' 
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Eater books revealed more o his life-long interest in the Navy, where 
he had briefly served as an officer. Although Herman Melville, Nathaniel 
Ames, and William Leggett c iticized the harsh punishments prescribed by 
the Articles of War, they a expressed the attitude that of all the 
branches of the maritime, ttNavy with its trained officers and strict 
regulations offered the bes opportunities for seamen. 
In spite of the m inducements offered by the Navy, :many men 
preferred to sail in vessels that were engaged in unlawful enterprises. 
Embargoes and heavy duties de smuggling higbJ.:y profitable. Slaves 
especially were much in dem Other men who found even smuggling too 
tame roamed the high seas · search of adventure and plunder. Chapter V 
tells of these smugglers, Cooper had been the 
first .American writer to inc ude rogues and pirates among his popular 
heroes, but the excitement a d romance of their deeds were to make them 
favorite subjects with such novelists as William Starbuck Mayo, 
Henry P. Cheever, Gerald Gro Captain Ingraham, and Lieutenant 
Murray. Eventually the expl its of the most infamous of the pirates 
became legend and helped to orm part of our nationalistic literary tra= 
dition. 
Chapter VI, 11The Co on Seaman and the .American M;yth,11 concludes 
the dissertation by present· the idea that the common seaman was often 
portrayed as a stock figure ho represented an aspect of American de-
mocracy in much the same fas ·on as did Jonathan, the Yankee farmer, and 
Leather-Stocking, the fronti The mythic q_uali ty is further seen 
in recurring folk elements, incidents, and stereotyped person-
ality traits. While this d. sertation is too broad to permit a definitive 
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critical study of maritime 1 terature, it does attempt to identity the 
literary pattern which surrofnded the figure of the common seaman and to 
prove that this pattern was reflection of the history and philosophy 
of America in the nineteenth century. 
TEE COMMON SEA.MAN AND T 
The interest of nineteenth century fiction writers in the 
common seaman and their atte pts to portray the conditions under which 
he sailed did not receive th ir original impetus from religious or 
humanitarian forces:-·· but wer part of the tremendous surge to1-rard nation-
~sm and democracy which ma1ked the period from 1790 to the time of the 
Civil War. The fact that Helman Melville and James Fenimore Cooper 
started their careers in the forecastles of sailing ships, and that 
Richard Henry Dana and Nath . · el Ames, both Harvard men, had sailed 
before the mast, helped focus attention on the common seaman. Eventu-
ally Jack Tar was to become Is integral a part of the American democratic 
myth as Jonathan, the stock ankee far.mer, or that great frontiersman, 
Leather-Stocking. 
Authors in the ear years of the nineteenth century found 
themselves in a difficult po ition. Critics felt that native works could 
not compet.e w.i th European, a d the American public satisfied its reading· 
taste with English books. T e young cqntinent, newly released from the 
controlling power of England had no culture or tradition of its own. 
Thus American writers had to face the dilemma o:f whether to continue 
imitating European writers o to branch out in an attempt to carve a new 
niche. In addition, the str ngling :force o:f Calvinism and the Puritan 
tradition had not been entir ly destroyed. The stern conscience o:f 
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men who consciously rejected the earlier beliefs. But their fears for 
men's souls did not dim their optimistic faith in America's future. The 
conviction of the early coloksts that America was the Promised Land 
which would lead the other tions of the world to freedom and right had 
been intensified by the st gle for independence. Eistor,r has shown 
that any period of strong na ionalistic feeling is usually accompanied 
by an increase in romanticis • The physical force expended in the build-
ing of the new nation and the spiritual alliance of its inhabitants with 
Great Brit~n had slowed theldevelopment of a distinctly American cultural 
tradition. tt.The cultural la had perpetuated older ways of thought,; the 
apogee came too late for rationalism and too early for realism,; our 
cherished Renaissance was in1pired qy European romanticism.~! The mys-
terious atmosphere and romantic elements of the Gothic novel had alreaqy 
imbued English fiction w.i th l new quality o:f :freedom and imagination. 
The fundamental premise \ of romanticism were so congenial to 
the American environmeri~ and temper, and the immediate results 
so harmonized with certchn other forces already in this country, 
notably Jeffersonian de ocracy and the frontier spirit, that 
the movement spread rap· dly to all parts of America and held 
on tenaciously even aft r its main ideas became hopelessly old 
fasbioned.2 
James Fenimore Coo er was one of the first American writers to 
formulate in words the need or trans.cending pure realism. In the 
lHarr.y Levin, The 
1960), P• 19. ---
(New York: Vintage Books, 
2Russell Blankens · , American Literature As An );>ression of 
the National ~ (New York: Henry Holt and CompanY,J.931 , p. 195. -
preface to The Pioneers he c,mmented on the need for an author to have 
more latitude in creating pl ts. 
This rigid adhesion to ruth, an indispensible requisite in 
history and travels, deitroys the charm of fiction; for all 
that is necessary to be conveyed to the mind by the latter 
had better be done by d lineations of principles and of 
characters in their cla ses, than by a too fastidious atten-
tion to originals.3 1 
Although most of the maritim writers were not as deliberately artificial 
as Edgar Allan Poe, they agrt-d with the opinion expressed cr,r Nathaniel 
Hawthorne in his preface to ':j?he House of Seven Gables that the wri tar 
should be allowed ~a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and 
material. tt4 Herman Melville expressed his attitude on the heightening 
of facts for effect in ~ C~nfidence Man that external details were 
unimportant compared to the Fe within the life.n5 
The earliest .!merit~. novels were often examples of the worst 
type of idealistic sentimentili ty, but gradually the writers learned to 
control the Gothic elements. The nineteenth century American novelists 
preferred that their works of art should be considered romances. 
As a matter of fact, it I is an anachronism for us to talk 
about the novel at all ~the context of mid-nineteenth-
century America ••• Ttat again--if the narrative was 
fictitious--belonged in a more inclusive category, the tra-
ditional medium of Amer can fiction, the romance. The word 
itself carries with it aura of medieval legend, as opposed 
3James Fenimore.Coo er, The Pioneers (New York: W. H. Townsend 
and Company, 1859), p. ix. -
h.Nathaniel Hawthorn , llThe House of' Seven Gables, m The Novels 
and Tales of Nathaniel Hawthprne (New York:: The Modern Library, 1937), 
p:-243. -- 1 
5Herman Melville, ~ Confidence~ (New York: Grove Press, 
1955), p. 271. 
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to the brisk suggestion of novelty in the novel. The line 
between the two fonns i a sharp one, as Hawthorne meticu-
lously drew it in his91 efaces, where he claimed a romancer's 
privilege to set his sc ne on middle ground between the 
actual and the imagin • 6 
The desire to look into men'1 hearts in the ~uest for truth and to 
establish a sense of history by setting action in a past age was typi-
cally American. Furlhermore both Calvinism and the frontier emphasized 
the importance of the indivi, :ual apart from society. No man could help 
the Calvinist in his search or salvation, and the frontiersman, pursuing 
his solitary way across plai and through forests, learned to rely" on 
his own resources. Even the sailor keeping watch from the masthead 
could be intensely alone in pite of the crowded forecastle below. 
Such men were in the habit o facing God directly, and through their 
Puritan upbringing were as vlvidly aware of the torments of Hell and the 
power of darkness -as they wele of the physical dangers which surrounded 
their daily existence. Thus the nineteenth century- American found 
allegory and symbolism natur congenial to his nature. Furlhermore, 
the conviction that every ma equal in the eyes of God, and the 
democratic belief in the imp rtance _of the individual in society, led to 
the creation of fictional »c mmonw heroes. That European literature 
strongly influenced the Amer can novel is undeniaqle, but with the new 
materials which were an inte al part of the new nation, and especially 
exhibit distinct qualities o its own. 
The development of the common seaman in maritime literature 
6r.evin, ~be,~QWer f Blackness, p. 18. 
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revealed the interest in the common man which separated democratic 
America from the monarchial ountries of Europe, 
• • • for what marked tLe .American imagination and set it 
off from others was a nrtural faith in the capacities of 
the average man. It co:pstantly- dwelt on the ttplaintt man, 
who remained in Europe fhe underdog, and who had been freed 
and enlarged by Americ~ conditions; and in polities it was 
democratic because it wished to protect the man from the 
baleful conditions thatlstultified him everywhere else. Hmi 
often the hero in Ameribanwriting was the plain man seen as 
a woodsman or a sailor, I as Natty Bumppo, for instance, the 
forester and scout, as ¥ark Twain~ Mississippi pilot, as one 
of Audubon's pioneers, as Bret Harte's Sier:t-a stage driver 
Yuba Bill. He appeared! in Melville's Jack Chase, the captain 
of the ·top, as in Winslbw Homer's fisherman ••• in the· 
farmers, the mechanies,lthe ferrymen of Whitman~ even in 
Lincoln himself, plainert of mortals, idol of the national 
:fancy. 7 
The sailors in the dismal fo ecastles represented the Wplaintt Americans 
who were to make this coont+ one o:f the great nations o:f the worid. 
American literaturi did not immediately depart from the 
techniques and plots popular zed by English writers. One of the 
earliest novels With an oceal setting, The His~or.y of Constantius and 
Pulchera; or, Virtue Rewarde·, was published in 1795. In the improba-
ble plot o;-this idealistic ~nture story, the heroine commands a ship, 
and suffers through shipwrecf, imprisonment by the British, hunger, and 
fever without ever .having he1 sex discovered.8 Not all novels were so 
violently romantic. In 1797 Royall Tyler protested against the en-
slavement o:f American citizej" in The Algerine Captive. Some novels 
7van Wyck Brooks, ~he Times of Melville and Whitman (New York: 
E. P. Dutton & Co. Inc., 194I), P• 473- -
8For plots and tit es o:f early fiction, see Arthur Hobson Quinn, 
American Fiction: !!!:. Historical and Critical Survey (New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts, Inc., 1936), passim. 
18 
were a mixture of fact and f cy. In 1819 Charles Lenox Sargent wrote 
The ~ of Alexander Smith~ a colorful fictionalized account of the 
adventures of one of the ere of the Bounty. These few works consti-
tuted the bulk of maritime f1ction which preceded the publication of 
Cooper's novel, The Pilot, ~ 1823. 
James Fenimore Coo er may justly be called the first .competent 
maritime novelist. Alfred anford described Cooper in American Writers 
.£!!.American Literature as th creator of a new genre. 
To begin wi. th~ Cooper w s an innovator. With him began the 
sea story in its fulles form. Before Cooper the sea story-
existed, but never as a serious art medium. From Cooper's 
pen, in The Pilot, came the first book that gave to the 
world a complete pictur of the brooding mystery that hovers 
over the life of ships the lives of those who man them.9 
Although in England, Defoe, ollett, and Scott had written sea tales~ 
Cooper ·added a new dimensionl To be sure, the hero of Smollettts 
Roderick Random had been pre1sed into the British Navy, but he was not 
a typical sailor. A gentle and doctor~ he was given the position of 
old salts, but they are not de part of the natural element which 
picturesque menials. 
The 'old salt t did not 
ture in the novels of C 
part in Smollett and 
that, but Cooper develo 
9.Alfred Stanford, 
Literature, ed. Jorm Macy ( 
p. 73. 
ake his first appearance in litera-
oper. He had played a prominent 
had roles in the drama long before 
ed this folk type much farther than 
~Cooper, 0 American Writers on American 
w York: Tudor Publishing Company, 1934), 
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any of the earlier writ rs had done. Like Pipes, Trunnion, 
Hatchway, and the other members of Smollett's crew, Cooper's 
seamen carr,rwith them everywhere their seagoing habits and 
their nautical languagel But beyond these superficial 
features, which are reaily no more than character tags, they 
also have a whole seagoing philosophy that was unknown to the 
tars of Smollett or Sco~t. Cooper's old salts have a romantic 
love of the sea that will not permit them to remain on land 
for any length of time.t They must go down to the sea again, 
for there they will fin a meaning and an order in life that 
are lacking ashore.lO 
If Cooper had knJ the common seamen from Smollett • s novels, 
he was to get the inspiratio for his first maritime plot from Scott. 
I When Sir Walter Scott's ously published novel~ Pirate was read 
in America, it was immediate hailed as an excellent picture of life at 
sea. Cooper was convinced t at it had been written by a landsman, and 
to prove what a seaman would have done with the same material, he wrote 
a frankly imitative plot to hich he added nautical characters, descrip-
tions, and terminology. pite of the English castle setting and the 
Waverly-novel-like plot, the book had certain elements which marked it 
as American. In the main c aracter, the Pilot himself, although he 
never completely emerges fr the shadows and obscurity which envelop 
John Paul Jones. Even more important, the novel contains the first 
American seaman, the pictur sque, unforgettable, Long Tom Coffin. 
It is in many way peculiarly fitting that the first appearance 
of a common seaman in the erican democratic tradition should have been 
in a novel b.r Cooper, for · spite of his aristocratic leanings and his 
lOW'arren S. Walker ffiElements of Folk Culture in Cooper r s Novels,"' 
James Fenimore Cooper: A R, -Appraisal (Cooperstown, New York: New York 
State Historical Associatio , 1954), p. 92. 
distrust of Yankee mobs, he as one of the first spokesmen for a 
distinctly American culture. Although Cooper later was to meet with 
much criticism because of th·s attitude, he never ceased his struggle 
for a national literature. a letter which he wrote to a group of 
friends who were planning a. estimonial dinner for him, he explained 
his theory. 
It has appeared to me, hat no place could be more proper for 
the maintenance of A.mei ·can character and of distinctive 
American opinions, than an American book.ll 
20 
American readers, ccustomed to genteel English romances, some-
times found it difficult to Cooper's nautical language and vigorous 
descriptions of seamen1s liv s.l2 In his emphasis on the importance of 
the individual regardless of his occupation, however, he was defended by 
both Richard Dana, the elder and James Kirke Paulding. They too firmly 
believed "that the hero's oc upation 'matters not a farthing'; that in 
this country kings and ~obiJty are not necessary tto render our litera-
ture genteel.•~3 
llcharles I. Glicksb rg, ttCooper and Bryant: A. Literary Friend-
ship,~ Colophon, Part 20 (1915), p. 4. 
12ro his preface to ~he Pilot, Cooper commented on the laek of 
interest in a maritime setti g exhibited b.r his friends. 
The author had many mis ·vings concerning the success of the 
undertaking, after he h d made some progress in the work; the 
opinions of his differe t friends being anything but encouraging. 
One would declare that he sea could not be made interesting; 
that it was tame, monot nous, and without any other movement than 
unpleasant storms, and hat, for his part, the less he got of it 
the better. The women ery generally protested that such a book 
would have the odor of ilge-water, and that it would give them 
the maladie de mer. J es Fenimore Cooper, The Pilot, A Tale of the 
Sea (New York: W7"""A. Townse d and Company, 1859)-;-p'p. viii-Ix:----
13Benjamin T. Spence , The Quest for Nationality (New York: 
Syracuse University Press, 1 57~PP• II5=II6. 
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A lengthy explanat on here of Cooper's democratic theories 
except as they apply to his eamen does not seem necessary, for they 
have been most adequately tr ated in previous studies.lk It is onlY 
important to note Cooper's ~daxical roie as aristocrat and democrat--
sailor and country squire.. This anoni.olous role which he played in real 
life is reflected in his novlls of the sea. D. H. Lawrence aptlY described 
Cooper's attitud.e. "He hatet democracy. So he evaded it, BJld had a nice 
dream of something beyond deTocracy. Bn.t he belonged to democracy all · 
the while.nJ.5 Cooper's a · als and captains are rarelY guilty o.f tyranny 
or cruel treatment. As an a istocrat, Cooper believed that good leader-
ship was essential .for accom,lisbment. He was opposed to the democratic 
principle that the majority s always right. He had been brought up to 
shipboard discipline, and he .felt it was highly necessary to the smooth 
operation o.f a ship. Even .flogging, judiciouslY administered, was not 
without value. Cooper exprelsed his views on .flogging in the preface to 
The Pilot: l . 
It is not easy to make he public comprehend all the 
necessities of a servic. afloat. With several hundred rude 
beings confined within he narrow limits of a vessel, men of 
all nations and of the 1owest habits, it would be to the last 
degree indiscreet to co ence their reformation by relaxing 
the bonds of discipline under the mistaken impulses of a 
false philanthropy. It has a lofty sound, to be sure, to talk 
about American citizens being too good to be brought under the 
lash, upon the high sea ; but he must have a very mistaken 
14see especially the unpubl. diss. (Harvard, 1955) by Sterling 
Lanier, "'The Moral, Social, d Political Theories o.f James Fenimore 
Cooper.Ur 
15n. H. Lawrence, St dies in Classic American Literature (New 
York: Doubleday & Co., Inc. l95iJ, p. 63. 
notion Who does not see that tens of thousands of these 
pretending persons on s ore, even, would be greatly bene-
fitted by a little judi ious flogging. It is the judgment 
in administering, and n t the mode of punishment, that 
requires to be looked ~to; and in this respect, there has 
certainly been a great ~rovement of late years. It is 
seldom, indeed., that~ institution, practice, or system is 
improved by the blind terferenee of those who know nothing 
about it. Better would it be to trust to the experience o£ 
those who have long gov rned turbulent men, than to the 
impulsive experiments o.r those who rarely regard more than 
one side of a question, and that the more shawy and glitter-
ing; having ¢te half f the time, some selfish personal 
end to answer.l6 . 
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In spite of Cooper's belief in the absolute authority of the 
captain and the instant obe • ence of crewmen, his novels reveal a feeling 
which made for harmonious relations on 
board ship and led to the ae omplishment of almost impossible tasks. 
It was such loyalty that ena led Miles Wallingford,the hero of the 
novel which bears his name, • tb a handful of men, to retake his ship 
iean democracy, Cooper had preceded him in 
pointing out the elements democracy in a story of two sealers entitled 
The ~ Lions. Opel:'ating o a ll'J.ay"' system, which ·allowed each outfitter 
and crewman a share in the p ofits, the whalers and sealers were little 
democracies--complete, self- ufficient units afloat on remote waters for 
two and thl:'ee years at --touching land o~ long enough to take on 
fresh water and provisions o to ship home a cargo of oil or skins. It 
was not by chance that Melv· e chose a whaler to serve as his miniature 
universe, for whaling men h to be masters of all crafts as well as 
16cooper, The Pilot, p. xi~ 
equally concerned with profi s; so discipline could be more relaxed. 
As Cooper has explained: 
In these sealers the di 
tant military or naval 
ordinary merchantman. 
the result of the voyag 
departure from the more 
itself never exceeded t 
observance of duty.l7 
cipline is by no means of that dis-
haracter that is found in even an 
every seaman has an interest in 
, some excuse was made for this 
general usage; and this familiarity 
e bounds that were necessar,Y ~o the 
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It was the combine efforts of officers and men that enabled 
The Sea ~' as in the case of many American whaling arid sealing vessels, 
to survive incredible coridit ons •. Stimson was the only member of the 
crew who had ever lived thro gh an arctic winter before, and though only 
a common seaman, Captain Gar ·ner relied on his advice. When difficult 
decisions had to be made, Ca tain Gardine~ would discuss the situation 
with his men. At one point he ship.was in great danger of being frozen 
solidly into the. harbor unle s laboriously. towed out to sea. Instead of 
· forcing his men to the unple sant task with lashes and oath, he called 
the crew before him, 
leaving it to their dis ration whether to man the boats or 
not. As Roswell had po ted out the perfect absence of 
wind, the smoothness of the water~ and the appearances of a 
severe frost, or cold, or frost there was now almost at 
midday, the men came re uctantly over to his view of the 
matter and consented to work instead of sleeping.. All that 
Roswell aimed at was to get his schooner about a league. from 
the cove, which would b taking her without a line drawn from 
cape to cape, the great st danger of new ice being within the 
curvature ·of the cresce t • • • ~ On explaining this to the 
crew, the men were sati fied.lo . · . 
One can hardly imagine the c ptain of a merchant ship or a navy frigate 
17James Fenimore Coo er, The Sea Lions; or, The Lost Sealers 
(New York: W. A. Townsend & Company,J:8'6o), p. 262.- --. 
18cooper, The Sea Li. ns, p. 344. · 
asking their crew•s advioeJ Certai~ neither Dana's Captain Thompson 
nor Melville's Captain Riga auld have cared in the least whether their 
men were satisfied with thei decisions. The voice from the quarter-
deck was law and was not to e questioned. 
I . . 
Unlike Dana and Melville, however, Cooper was not concerned 
His 0wn experiences at sea d been happy. · His superiors had treated 
him kindly. Fortunately for him, his first voyage had been i'll. a ship 
owned by a friend of his fat er•s, and the fact that Cooper was known· 
to have a comfortable incom waiting for him at home probably did not 
hurt his prospects in eithe the merchant service or the Navy. Further-
more, in spite of his avowe democratic attitudes, Cooper's aristocratic 
leanings led him ~ener~ o make his nominal heroes the officers of 
the ship. 
But Cooper's Ame ·can republicanism asserted·itself almost 
unconsciously. After all, e had first·shipped as a common sai~or and 
be had knawn the men in the forecastle as eo-workers and friends. If 
he had seen their faults, ·h had also seen t~eir bravery in the face of 
storms and battles, their s urdy independence when threatened with im-
pressment, their fierce loy lty to their ship and crewma.tes, and above 
all, their love and unders.tJnding of the sea in all its moods. Unre-
stricted qr the romantic trlditions which·hampered the development of 
his main characters, he c ojd create the sailors as he remembered them 
from his own experience. Jchard Fid, Moses Marble, Ith~el .Bolt, Ben 
Trysail; Bob Betts, and Mr.lBoltrope--these are the living, breathing 
characters who remain in th reader's memory long after Admiral Bluewater, 
25 
Admiral Oakes, and Lord Geof rey Cleveland are forgotten.l9 It was 
Cooper's interest in these o dinar,r seaman that helped him achieve a 
truly Ameriean book; and sin e it was his avowed intention to express 
ttdistinctive American opinio , It he used his common seamen as spokesmen 
for his ideas on rank and na ionalism. 
Just as in the tea her-Stocking tales Cooper constant~ reiter-
ated his theory that each mar must live according to his own Ulgiftsltr and 
Ulnatur, U!so in his sea stories he expresses his philosophy that there is 
dignity in humble professio only if man lmows his place in society. 
As Nightingale, one of the 1 sser Seamen in ~ Rover, admirab~ expressed 
it in an argument at an inn 
You must lmow, brothers that, according to my notions of 
religion and behaviour, a man is not good for much unless he 
bas a full share of ers; therefore I am never known to put 
my spoon in the capta· 's mess unless I am invited, for the 
plain reason that my be th is for•ard and his'n aft. I do not 
say in which end of a s p the better man is to be found; that 
is a matter coneerning ·ch there are different opinions, 
though most good judges in the business are agreed.20 
oted on different occasions by both Fid in 
~Rover and Mr. Boltrope · ~ Pilot is that a good sailor must ttobey 
tt;21 though Mr. B~ltrope shrew~ adds that 
ttthe maxim, which says, 1on hand for the owner, and t•other for your-
self'' is quite as good, and has saved many a hearty fellow from a fall 
19Not all critics w d agree with the opinion expressed here, 
however. Quinn wrote about Cooper, "His finest sea stories deal w.i.. th 
admirals and captains, co ders all. The Pilot, the Red Rover, Sir 
Gervaise Oakes, Admiral Blu ater know how to make themselves obeyed. trr 
Quinn, American Fiction, p. 74 
20James Fe:oimore Go per, ~ Rover (New York: W. A. Townsend and 
Gomp~, 1859), P• 52. 
2lnid., p. 430. 
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that would have balanced the pliraer•s booka.~2 
It is di:t'ficult fo the twentieth century reader to sympathize 
with Cooper's extreme attitu e toward rank~ as revealed in his deliberately 
didactic novel, The Crater. en the Rancocus, a sailing vessel searching 
for sandalwood isles in the cific, strikes a reef, all aboard her are 
lost except for Mark Woolsto , the officer hero, and Bob Betts, a common 
seaman. One would expect th t such a predicament would reduce men to 
equals~ but not so.Mark is 
had begun his career in the 
.from Betts, but Betta knows 
lling to forget distinctions of rank, for he 
1orecastle and had learned his seamanship 
I. , ~ s p..l.d.ce. 
llYou can live aft, sir, and Itll take my swing in the forecastle, 
just as if nothing had ppened. "' 
1
"No, no~ Bob; there is end of all such distinctions now • 
Misery, like the grave, brings all upon a level. You and I 
commenced as messmates, and we are likely to end as messmates. tt23 
It is with obvious approval, however, that Cooper later records that UBob 
insisted on sleeping in the forecastle, though Mark had pressed him to 
take one of the cabin state-~ooms.tt124 Later when Mark established his 
utopian society in the and on the Peak, their respective positions 
·are maintained. Although bo h become wealthy, Mark is governor and Bob 
retains his subservient posi ion. 
Cooper t s insistenc upon rank was the result of his feeling 
that America must develop a entleman class of society if she were ever 
22cooper~ The Pilot~ p. 81. 
23James Fenimore Co 
the Pacific (New York: W'. 
24Ibid. 
er, The Crater;or,Vulcan 1s Peak: A Tale of 
• Townsend and Company, 1B6i},p. i2.--
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to have a culture of her own Her aristocracy would differ from that of 
England's in that in place o a disinterested nobility, there would be 
country squires who would co sider it their responsibility to look out 
for the interest of the "mob • tt In this way, the will of the majority 
would be tempered by an educ ted, cultured minority. 
As far as Fenimore Coop r was concerned, agrarian gentility 
and the truest American democracy were not only compatible, 
but mutually necessary.15 It is noticeable that the mer who rise to be captains and ship's ~~ers 
in Cooper's novels have a ge leman's background, even though they may 
have begun their sailing car ers as co!lllllon seamen. Miles Wallingford, 
who became master of his own ship, ·was heir to a· country estate, Mark 
Woolston had a better than a erage education, and Harry Mulford, the 
handsome sailor who marries n heiress, was nra shipmaster's child, but 
one better educated and bett r connected than was customary for the 
class.'.t26 Cooper may have a cepted some of the tenets of Jeffersonian 
democracy, but he never forgot that he was a country squire and the 
husband of the aristocratic lusan De Laney. 
It is not surpris.l that a man as outspoken and belligerent 
as Cooper should arouse the ntagonism of more liberal men. Nathaniel 
Ames criticized not onl:y his attitude, but also his seamanship. Ames had 
made a career of the Navy, a d he was quick to point out that Cooper 1 s 
maritime experience had been limited to one youthful voyage before the 
25Edwin Harrison .Ca , The Gentleman in America (New York: 
Syracuse University Press, l 49),p. ill. -
26Jam.es Fenimore Cooper, Jack Tier;_s The Florida~ (New York: 
Hurd and Houghton, 1866), p. 83. · 
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mast and a brief spell as an officer in the Navy during which most of 
his time had been spent on 1 nd supervising the building of gun boats 
on the Great Lakes. In!:£ old Sailor's Yarns, he wrote with much bitter-
ness about Cooper's literar.y position. 
James Fenimore Cooper, Esq • .:..-r give the man his entire name. 
and title, as he seems }o insist upon it upon all occasions--
the ~American ~{alter Scptt,tt·is indisputably at the very head 
of his trade at the pref>ent day for nautical descriptions; 
his terrestrial admirers have pronounced him na practical 
seaman, tt and, of course the only man in these United States 
that can give any, even an approximate idea of the sea, and 
bthose that go down in hips.tt I have at :my pen's end six or 
eight very desperate ttc ses tt of his knowledge of 1'practical 
seamanshiptt and maritim affairs, which may be found in the 
"Red Rovertt and ''water •tchtt· passim; but those animals, vulgarly 
called critics, but mo politely and properly at present, 
reviewers, whom the Ne York Mirror defines to be ttgreat dogs,n 
that go about unchaine and growl at everything they do not 
comprehend, ttthese dogs tt have. dragged the lion r s bide partly 
off, and ascertained, at every man, to whom the Almighty has 
vouchsafed an ordinary hare of common sense, had all along 
suspected, that it cov ed an ass.27 
No doubt much of Ames's bit erness was the result of the neglect accorded 
to his work while Cooper's ovels continued popular. 
In spite of Ames' accusations, Cooper's strong nationalistic 
pride could not be denied. He felt pride in the American custom of men 
having to learn their jobs y beginning at the bottom and, as they mastered 
each step, working their w gradually to the top. In his partia.J.:cy-
autobiographic novel Afloat and Ashore, Rupert remarks to Miles Wallingford 
when they are running away o sea, h! like the notion of beginning with 
nothing, it is so Ameriean!rs WJ.th all of its fauJ.ts, nineteenth een:tury 
27Nathaniel Ames, ~ Old Sailor's Yarns (New York: George Dearborn, 
1835), P• 372, 373. -l- · 
28James Fenimore Co per, Afloat and .!~bore: ! ~ Tale (New York: 
W. A. Townsend and Company, 1861), p. 32-.-
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America was truly a land of / pportuni~y in which any man who bad the 
talents and perseverance could make his way to the top. 
Cooper's nationaliitic fee·lings naturall:y made him a vigorous 
opponent to the practice of Lpressing American sailors to serve on 
British ships. Between 1793 and the War of 1812, no sailor, even though 
he carried protection papers proving that he was born in America, was 
safe from the press gangs. 
Impressment at sea, and out of neutral vessels, was revived, 
as a matter of course, ·th the renewal of the war, and all 
American ships felt the expediency of avoiding cruisers that 
might deprive them of t eir men. Strange as it may seem, a 
large and leading class of Americans justified this claim o:f 
the English, as it was racticed on board their own country's 
vessels.29 
Cooper's expressi of surprise that anyone should defend 
Britain's right td ssels and take off the men she needed is 
typical of the attitude of ost Americans of his day.. History, however, 
vindicates in some measure hose who had some sympathy for the British. 
True, conditions aboard Bri ish me~of-war were so intolerable that men 
deserted by the hundreds, a d the press gangs were not too careful to 
distinguish between English and Americans as Cooper bad seen for himself 
was ample reason for Britis officers to question the value of the pro-
taction letters carried by he American seamen.. The rapid growth of the 
American merchant marine made British deserters welcome recruits on 
American ships. 
· 29 James Fenimore Co per, Miles Wallingford (New York: W. A. 
Townsend and Company, 1861) P• 181. 
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for a few dollars.30 . 
.American sailors encour ged desertion by procuring ttprotec-
tionsu~-certificates th~t the holders were Americans--from 
local magistrates, whict they were quite willing to transfer 
It is understandab e, however, that a man like Cooper should 
abhor impressment, because i pointed up Britain's failure to recognize 
America as a distinct nation and because of the insult to the sailor as 
an individual and a free cit· zen. He felt that eventua.J.:cy- Britain her-
self would suffer from such ~ wiaked practice. 
The practice of impresspent in its day raised a feeling among 
the seamen of other natll..ons, as well as, in fact, among those 
of Great Britain herse~1 , that probably has had as much effect 
in destroying the prest ge of her nautical invincibilit,r, 
supported as.was that p estige, by a vast existing force, as 
any other one cause wha ever. It was necessary to witness the 
feeling of hatred and r sentment that was raised by the practice· 
of this despotic power, more especially among those who felt that 
their foreign birth oug t at least to have insured them :im.rm:mity 
from the abuse, in orde fu.lly to appreciate what might so 
readily become its cons quenees.31 
is Cooper's indictment of impressment, 
Ithuel Bolt, a common seam. , serves as his spokesman. Ithuel had been 
impressed into :the British :vy and he bore the English an ,indying resent-
ment. Upon his escape, he ook refuge on a French vessel engaged in 
smuggling. In this way he d a chance to get even with the British and 
at the same time satisfy his Yankee cupidity. Although Long Tom Coffin 
has earned the sobriquet of ttthe Leather-Stocking o:f the Seatt and is 
usua.lly considered Cooper's ost :famous seaman, Ithuel Bolt is in many 
w~s a more memorable and r alistic character. Cooper was not too fond 
3° Homer. Carey Hocke t, Political and Social Growth o:f the United 
States 1492-1852 (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1936), P. 332. 
3l James Fenimore Co er, The Wing-and-Wing; or, Le Feu Follett 
(New York: W. ·A.. Townsend nd Company::;-1800J, ~8-. - -
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of New Englanders and his Y kees are rarely likeable, but if Ithuel is 
not personable, he does embo the virtues and faults of the typical 
Yankee. He is at once grasp·ng and proud. He is often dishonest, yet 
he has a code of ethics of He takes great pride in his American 
citizenship. One of Oooper' most masterful portrayals of a character is 
a scene from The W"mg-and-Wi g when the vice-gove:rnatore offers a bribe 
to Ithuel in the hope that e will betray his ship. 
A greater knave than I uel, in his own way, it was not easy 
to find, but it shocke all his notions of personal dignity, 
self-respect, and repu lican virtue, to be thus unequivocabJ.:y 
offered a bribe; and d the lugger not been so awkwa~ 
circumstanced, he woul have been apt to bring matters to a 
crisis at once by thro ·ng.the gold into the vice-governatore's 
face; although knowing here it was to be found, he might have 
set about devising som means of cheating the owner out of it 
at the very next inst t. Boon or bribe, directly or une-
quivocally offered in e shape of money, as coming from the 
superior to the inferi r, or from the corrupter to the cor-
rupted, had he never t ken, and it would have appeared in his 
eyes a species of degr dation to receive the first, and of 
treason to his nation ity to accept the last; though he would 
lie, invent, manage, d contrive from morning till night to 
transfer even copper f om the pocket of his neighbor to his 
own, under the forms o opinion and usage.32 
It is easy today o underestimate the importance to American 
literature of such novels The Pilot, The Red Rover, and The Wing-and ... 
-- -- -----
Wing. Not only did they pr ve that an American book with native charac-
ters could succeed, but the opened up a whole new genre. Perhaps 
Mr. Pattee's enthusiastic a claim of The Pilot is exaggerated, but 
basically the facts are cor ct. 
The nautical adventure ltirred the blood of a nautical race, 
the sailor teebnique wa realistic and minute, and true to 
salt-water, and so the :tJ.antic seaboard, nursery of the 
sailors of the world, ·led the volume with shouts of delight. 
Cooper had opened the m gic jar from which during a century 
there has poured a veri able cloud of pirates and sea-dogs, 
men of war and swashbuc · westward-he adventures .33 
32 
onstrated that the reading public enjoyed 
adventures of the sea, it w s not long before the market was flooded with 
sailing narratives. aylord Clark, the editor of The Knickerbocker 
in the 1840ts, was interest d in sea stories and did much to encourage 
the writers No one who lived in New York during 
that decade could have been unaware of the importance of shipping to 
.American life, for the barb r was constantly" filled with ships arriving 
and leaving, sailors filled the streets, and the bowsprits of the ships 
overhung the docks. The ea ly numbers of The Knickerbocker were ttfuJ.l 
of the yarns of jol.ly" tars ho wrote under such jocose pseudonyms as 'Tom 
Cringle, 1 •Jack Marlinspik , ' and 1Jack Garnet. ru34 These stories, 1-vhich 
often were based on the su: ernatural, were filled with sentimentality. 
Every would-be writer who ad ever gone to ·sea or longed to wrote his 
version of the life of ·lor. Mueh of the fiction was poorly written 
and their authors have been forgotten. The best books of the sea 
were the factual. narrative of captains who knew and loved the sea. Such 
men, of course, were not p ofessional writers: 
Nevertheless writing as part of the professionalism of all 
these captains of lit le s,ehoo1ing. They were accustomed to 
33Fred Lewis Patt e, ttJames Fenimore Cooper,tt The .American 
Mercury IV, March, 1925, • 294 
34perry Miller, T e Raven and the Whale: The War of Words and 
Wits in the Era of Poe a;a-Melville (N-;;-York: Harcourt, Brace and-
Company-,""""IS%), P• i9:" l . 
keeping logs and to an ct use of words, and so they took 
no needless chances wit prose. Theirs is most often the 
simple direct style of sailors writing instructions for 
sailors. Men who captai ed wind-driven ships had the time, 
if they had the inclina ·on, to write. And they read. 
Through long days and n1 hts at sea when he was often alone, 
a captain might turn to is books and journals in the way that 
a man less isolated mig turn to friends and companions.35 
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Richard Henry Dana made refe ce to the increasing popularity of mari-
time tales in his original pr face to Two Years Before The Mast where 
he explains. his reason for pu lishing his narrative. 
Since Mr. Cooper's Pilot and Red Rover, there have been so 
many stories of sea life wri. tten, that I should really think 
it unjustifiable in me t add one to the number without being 
able to6give .reasons in ome measure warranting me in so doing.3 
One of the early se novels published in the same year as Cooper's 
Red Rover (1828) was The Life and Adventures 2!, Arthur Clenning by Timothy 
Flint, who is better known as a writer of frontier tales. Although 
strongly reminiscent of Robin on Crusoe, the substitution of the beauti-
ful Augusta Wellman, the only other survivor of the sunken vessel, for 
the native, Friday, made the tory even mere romantic. A1 though this 
picares~e tale is purely sen imental, it expresses seme of the attitudes 
35walter Teller, ed., Five Sea Captains (New YGrk: Atheneum 
Publishers, 1960), p. 9. Mr. Teller-lias included in his collection the 
works of Edmund Fanning of St nington, Connecticut, Amasa Delano of 
Duxbury, Massachusetts, Richa d Cleveland of Salem, Massachusetts, and 
George Coggeshall of.Milford, Connecticut, all writers of this early 
period. In addition, he has ade reference to other writers of sea 
narratives in the late eighte th and early nineteenth centuries such 
as Captain Benjamin Morrell, • , o:f Rye, New York, and his wife Abby 
Jane Morrell, Captain William favor of Salem, Massachusetts, Captain 
Jacob Dunham of Connecticut, a d Owen Chase of Nantucket who inspired 
Melville 1 s Moby-Dick. To this list might be added Captain David Porter 
of the Essex, and seaman such s J. Ross Browne, Samuel Leech, Francis 
Allyn Olmsted, and Thomas W. •th. 
36aichard Henry Dana, Before The Mast (New York: 
Random House, Inc., 1936.), p. 
re.flected in Cooper's works. The importance o.f a loyal well trained 
crew under a stern captain is demonstrated when the vessel on which 
Arthur Clenning is sailing si s o.ff the coast of Australia. 
All subordination exceptlbetween the capttin and crew was at 
an end. They still kept their places and per.formed their 
duty, under all these ci cumstances o.f despair. In them was 
seen the effect of year~ of training, of stern discipline, 
and implicit obedience. T 
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Samuel Judah's novei, The Buccaneers, did not actu~ con-
tain enough good nautical so.les~ be discussed here, but in another 
romantic novel, Ramon~ RovJr, written in 1829, the author, like 
Cooper, attempted to create a piece o.f nationalistic literature. Based 
on the past, it was concerned ·th helping to create the heritage which 
Cooper complained was the one ssing element in the creation of dis-
tinctly .American books. 
The novels which mos de.finitely bear the imprint of Cooper's 
style, however, were the many opular novels which began to appear in 
the 1840 1s. Most o.f these wer the products of a few ver,r prolific 
writers. Twenty-eight romance of the sea were published by Joseph 
Ingraham, nine more by Maturin Ballou, and eight others bY: Edward Judson, 
writing under the pseudonym of Ned Buntline. Edmund Pearson, who has 
made a study ·of the history of the dime novel, recognized their similarity 
to Cooper. He said of the dim novels published by Beadle in New York: 
They... were sensational in much the same sense that Scott and 
Cooper are sensational, t t is, they were tales o.f adventure 
and combat. There is not ·ng more grotesque than the charge 
37 Timothy Flint, The le and Adventures of Arthur Clerming 
(Philadelphia: Towar & Hogan, 82'8"')," p. 65. 
that they were 'immoral' 
in their moral standards 
or romances of love and 
well up in the second r 
since they were so amusingly strict 
They were brief historical novels~ 
arfare, written b.r a~thors wgo were 
of writers of their time.3 
35 
For the most part all these iters followed the plot pattern that had 
been set by Cooper--a ship dering in a storm~ a chase, or the rescue 
of a damsel in distress. 
Many of the authors adopted Cooper's philosophy as well as his 
plot patterns. Joseph Ingr 's romantic story, The Dancing ~~ 
illustrates the desirabilityjf marrying within one's own class. The 
villainous Nevil Beauchampe ows that the simple girl who has taken 
his fancy would never consent to his courtship if she knew that be be-
longed to one of the wealthy amilies of the town, even though he has been 
disinherited. 0nJ.y by appea g as her equal can he hope to win her hand. 
He disguises himself as a for st hand aboard the Black Buck for he knows 
that ttthe position of foremast man made Beauchampe an equal of those honest 
and unsophisticated people. foremast man of good character~ and industri-
ous, Brand Sledger considered match for his handsome daughter.tt39 
There is little that is deliberately didactic in these stories, 
but. their very plots r~veal th philosophy of the nineteenth century. 
The religious optimism of the ge was reflected in the consistent "triumph 
often with sizable legacies as well, for America, then as now, was materi-
alistic. The Jacksonian princ ples which leveled the various strata of 
38Edmund Pearson, Dime Novels;,£!', Following an Old Trail in Popular 
Literature (Boston: Little, B own and Compa.:n.y, 1929)~ p. 8. 
39captain J. H. Ingrah , ~Dancing Star;~,~ Smuggler of the 
Chesapeake (no pub. nor d.), p130. 
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society and proclaimed the eq ali ty of man underlie most of these books. 
It is easy to see w y these stories were so readily accepted 
by the reading puplic, when o e considers the years in which they were 
written. The nineteenth cent was an age when a man who possessed a 
spirit of adventure and an in ependent spirit could live a life as 
fantastic as any romance. frontier and the sea offered an escape 
told about a writer like ttNed Buntline,~ as Edward Judson signed his 
stories accor~ng to the timelhonored custom of choosing a pen-name from 
some article used on shipboard, his life was as exciting as any of the 
plots that be created. After being awarded a commission as midshipman 
because of his daring rescue f some drowning people in New York· harbor, 
Judson discovered that there still maqy people who clung to the old 
Hamiltonian aristocratic id ttOn board the Levant he fought seven 
duels with other midshipmen, refused to mess with him because he 
had been a common sailor.~0 ere is no record of the outcome of these 
ever used patriotism as a motivating 
force in The Rival Brothers. he beautiful Clara Weldon is loved by 
twin brothers--one a generous, noble fellow; the other, an unscrupulous 
blackguard. Both go to sea at a time when war seems inevitable. Like 
Cooper, Cheever was outraged a the thought that free Americans had been 
40pear~on, Dime Novels p. 117. 
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£orced to serve against their wills in British ships. The readers o£ 
his paperback novel must have been moved w.l..th strong nationalistic 
feelings as they read his des ription o£ the times. 
War with its devastat ng influence seemed inevitable. 
Every breeze wafted the }idings of tyranqy and oppression. 
Every gale bore the crief o£ outraged and impressed seamen. 
Bound on their own decksr-torn from beneath the outraged 
£lag of freedom, and oompelled in the warships o£ Britain, 
to fight her battles. 
Hundreds and hundreds of seamen were thus cruel~ impressed 
in the service o£ Brita· and hundreds and hundreds more would 
share the same fate i£ t e dey- of retribution were delayed. 
Not a bosom but what imp tiently awaited that dqr; not a bosom 
but bur~g. to avenge the wrongs sustained by their fellow 
freemen.4.1-
The herci and villain are as s rongly identified by their attitudes toward 
their country and countrymen s through their personal behavior. 
Although William St buck Mayo, who published his picaresque 
adventure story Kalo'olah in 1 49, had probably been influenced by 
Melville's Rousseauistic nov o£ primitive life, Typee, published in 
1846, he also shows the influ As in Gooper•s The Pilot, 
the action is about equal~ d · · ded between land and sea, but as the 
hero, like Long Tom, is desce ed from the Go£fins and the Folgers o£ 
have been created by Gooper, £ r he is an experienced and kin~ old 
salt. He takes great pride in the superiorit.Y o£ American seamen and 
complains that his mate, Mr. s, , £eels that an o££icer must swear and 
£ind £ault with the crew if he is to command their respect. The Gaptain 
41Henry P. Gheever, Th Rival Brothersi or, The Gorsair and 
Privateer (Boston: U. s. Publ shing Go., 1845J, p. 17 
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comments that USailors never 'ked to be cursed and hectored about, how-
ever much they be used to it. 
first officer, I can take an erican crew and go around the world, with-
out a high word spoken after he first three days • u42 Undoubted:cy, 
Captain Coffin would have ag~ ed with the majority of captains that a 
foreign crew only understood he lash and an oath. 
Mayo's novel, howev r, was already dated, for by the 1840~'s 
most novelists were concerned with debunking the romanticism of' a seaman's 
life. Only the dime novelist wrote of' noble sailors like the young sea-
man in Cheever's The Witch of the Wave who dared to challenge his captain's 
demand for silence. 
~ dare to break the sile ce you have commanded, and fear not 
your threat of' violence. MY comrades and myself no longer 
acknowledge your authori y as captain o:f the 'White Cloud. ' 
You have forfeited all r· ght and title to the co.mmand of this 
vessel or its crew by a eed that will bring you and the 
greater portion of' those around you, as base and as wicked as 
yourselt~ to justice, an an ignominious and well-merited 
death.tt43 
Such independence might be a rable as a demonstration o:f the spirit of' 
American democracr,r, but even honest captain would not have permitted 
cruelty and harshness of' the c ptain in ordering the young sailor 
instantly shot, no seaman woul have condemned the captain t s prompt 
action. 
~ the 18601s when t reached the height of' their 
42w,/illiam7 S/tarbuck7 yo, Kaloolah (New York~ G. P. Putnam's 
Sons, 1887); p. 58. - -
43Henry P. Cheever, The Witch of' the Wave (no P• or d~), p. 2. 
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popularity, their creators ha already turned their talents to writing 
frontier stories, for the se~ had ceased to be the public's favorite 
setting. But in the years wh n Cooper, Melville, and Dana were writing 
their tales of the sea, the sses of the people were satisf.ying their 
taste for ocean adventure wit such stories as Joseph Ingraham's 
Lafitte, Black Beard the Buco eer and The Dancing Star, or Edward 
Judson's The King of the ~· 
While the rash of p pular fiction about the sea was flooding 
the literar,r market, a number of authors b~gan following the lead of 
Dana and Browne in publishing actual narratives which attempted to 
destrcr,y the illusion that lif at sea was romantic and democratic. 
Those who had sailed before t mast knew that life on shipboard was the 
very antithesis of anything .ap roaching democracy. The captain was an 
al.l-powerful dictator capable f punishing or even putting to death aey 
seaman under his command. Sho king as this seems today, most men accepted 
this authority as necessary an only quarreled with the misuse of his 
power. Dana, who spent his li e· trying to improve the lot of the common 
seaman, was far from suggestin that a ship should be run on democratic 
principles. 
In the first place, I hav no fancies about equality on board 
ship. It is a thing out f the question, and certainly, in 
the present state of m nd, not to be desired. I never knew 
a sailor who found fault •th the orders and ranks of the 
service;.and if I expecte to pass the rest of my life before 
the mast, I would not Wis to have the power of the captain 
diminished an iota. It i absolutely necessary that there 
should be one head and on voirr to control everything and 
be responsible for everyt ·ng.Lj.Lj. 
Just below the capt in in power, the officers constituted a 
powerful aristocracy which wo d never have been tolerated on land in 
careful distinction between a le seamen and boys. In Two Years Before 
the Mast, Dana tells of a boa steerer from a whaleship visiting their 
---
vessel. Natural]y· there was o position comparable to his on a merchant 
vessel and he was forced to e in the forecastle. Hunger forced him to 
it, but he was obViously ill ease there. ~one would say,tt comments 
Dana, tl!that, instead of a ten eney to equality in human ·beings, the 
tendency is to make the most inequalities, natural or artificial.n:45 
All of the serious p rtrayers of the shipping industry in the 
184018, however, would seem to agree with the opinions expressed by 
J. Ross Browne, who wrote of s experiences aboard a whaler in Etchings 
of~ Whaling Cruise. 
Now I Jlla.in.tain that the w ole system, whatever it may be in 
theory, is in point of fa t anti-republican and despotic. 
nwhatever excellence, wha ever freedom,tt says Mackintosh, nis 
discoverable in governmen s has been infused into them by the 
shock of a revolution, an their subsequent progress has been 
only the accumulation of buse. It is hence that the most 
enlightened politicians ~ recognized the necessi~ of 
.frequently recalling gove ants to their first principle. nr 
This is a truth o.f which he history . of our ·Own government 
has afforded a striking p oof. We have now a naval aristocracy 
the most arrogant. and des otic, perhaps, in the world. We have 
a whaling marine in which cruelty and despotism are fostered 
with special care. We ha: e a consular system which, inst~ad 
of protecting American ei izens, is made the medium of private 
emolument, and sanctions he grossest 0ppressions. All this 
may be modern Republicani ; .but I should greatly prefer a 
return to the first princ· lea--justice to all6men, equal rights and equal protecti to every citizen.4 
Harper 
45nana, 'j?wo ::fears Befor · the Mast, P• 35. 
46J. Ross Browne; Etchihgs of a Whaling Cruise 
and BrOthers, 1846) ~· -. -
(New York: 
.Added to these abuses~ which ·11 be discussed in later chapters, was 
the worsening of conditions a oard ships. When vessels bad sailed a 
regular course between two c tries or been engaged in the caprying of 
passengers, captains had been restrained from mistreating their crews 
too badJy. With the advent o the China Trade and whaling cruises which 
lasted two or three years, th re was nothing to deter a captain from 
being as t,yrannical as he ple Insufficient~ provisions, harsh treat-
ment, and crowded conditions ften goaded crews to desert or mutiny. .As 
time went on decent .Anlericans o~d no longer sign on for long .cruises, 
and as more foreigners and mo ally degraded men began to join the fore-
castle, discipline was forced o become more severe. Flogging was a 
regular occurrence aboard most ships. Since the most important aspect 
of .American democracy was the ights ·and dignity of the individual, 
.Americans were outraged at the thought of a man being publicly whipped 
and humiliated. Two of the fl. st men to write indignantly about the 
treatment of American seamen re both from Harvard. · In 1830 Nathaniel 
.Ames published his Mariner's S etches, followed two years later by 
Nautical Reminiscences. Richard Henry Dana, Jr., popularized 
this genre with the publicatio of Two Years Before the Mast • 
.Ameds tales and sket hes deserve more attention than they 
have received, for they are no only·exciting reading, but they show an 
intimate knowledge of the sea nd the life of the sailors. In many ways 
they are typical of the .Am.eric attitude toward democracy. Ames's 
faith in America as a land of portunity is revealed in one of his 
bestows her love on Thomas n, an ordinary seaman. Her father makes 
no objection to the match. 
To her father his cornoa.nv was always acceptable, the old 
seaman had none of the of umonied aristocracy'~ he 
saw no harm in his placing her affections, and 
bestowing her hand and , upon a young man who was 
fast rising to respe and wealth, in precisely the 
same steps by which he himself ascended, c4ommencing as cabin-boy and ending as and part owner.· 7 
Although Ames was concerned about the abuses on ships, 
his chief purpose simp:Iy to present an entertaining. series 
of autobiographic Dana on the other hand, admitted that 
his purpose was didactic. He wrote in the original preface to Two Years 
Before ·t;he Mast: 
If it shall interest the general reader, and call more atten-
ti<m to the welfare of amen or give any information as to 
their real condition .................. may serve to raise them in the rank 
of beings, and to in any measure their religious and 
moral improvement, and the hardships of their daily 
life, the end of its cation will be answered.4tl 
mast must have been a shock to the young Harvard man accustomed 
Reared in the family traditions of con-
servatism, self-denial, and pride, he met life and the conmon man 
for the first time in the tle of the brig Pilgrim. Unprepared as 
vidualism of the frontier, po the ideas of undisciplined freedom 
and every man for himself,•t49 ties of friendship which he made with 
47Ames, An Old Sailor' Yarns, p. 20. 
4Bnana, ~Years 22. 
49James D. Hart. Dana's Two Years Before 
the Mast, p. ix. 
life strengthened and tempered his character. Charles Francis Adams 
commented that Dana 1s experiences in the forecastle did him ttnothing 
but good."' 
He came out of it better in every respect than he went into 
it., Whatever measure of success and .fame he afterward 
achieved in life was in all human probability due to it. 
That which would have ruined a coarser nature simply toned 
him up to the proper level. He ceased to be too fine .for 
everyday use. Indeed, all through his subsequent life a 
sort of conflict may be observed between the saving inspira-
tion of the forecastle and hereditar,r instincts and 
tradi tions.50 
Dana never .forgot the men with whom he had shared quarters 
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and the common kid. Th~ were his reason for writing ~ Years Before 
the Mast. 
Without any .formal dedication o.f my narrative to that body 
o.f men, o.f whose common life it is intended to be a picture, 
I have yet borne them constantly in mind during its prepara-
tion. I cannot but trust that those of them, :in~ whose 
hands it may chance to .fall, will find in it that which shall 
render ~ professions o.f sympathy and good Wishes on my part 
unnecessary. And I will take the liberty, on parting with my 
reader who has gone down with us to the ocean, and ttlaid his 
ha.nd upon its mane,"' to commend to his kir:rl wishes, and to the 
benefit of his effort
5
si that class o.f men with whom, for a 
time,my lot was cast. 
Dana was to devote the rest o:f his li:fe to attempting to improve conditions 
for the comon seamen. Boston Brahmin that he was by birth and upbringing, 
his brief experience at sea made him more receptive to the Jacksonian 
Democracy that was sweeping the country·. Whether .fighting for the rights 
50Cbarles Francis Adams, Richard HenO} Dana: ! Biography 
(Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Comp~, 1890 , p. 17. 
51Dana, Two Years Before the Mast, pp. 4o5-4o6. 
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of seamen or the Negro slaves, his voice was always raised in defense 
of the inalienable rights of every human being. In later years his 
high moral convictions would prevent him from attaining the political 
success he coveted. He was disappointed in successive attempts to 
become ambassador to England, German;r, and Russia, and he failed to 
receive appointment as Secretary of the Navy. Rejecting the secure 
conservatism of Boston society, he became a spokesman for the democratic, 
nationalistic spirit of the changing age. Other humanitarians began 
expressing the same concern. By the time that Dana published Two Years 
Before the ~' America had evolved a distinct personality and culture 
and was reaqy to produce one of its greatest geniuses--Herman Melville. 
Although the separation in their social status precluded ~ 
real friendship, there were maDY.parallels in the lives and sympat~es 
of the two men. 
Melville and Dana were almost eiact contemporaries. In 1834-36 
Dana made his first sailing voyage, in 1837 Melville shipped 
as a cabin-boy to England.. In 1840 Dana•s first book, Two 
Years Before the Mast, was published; Melvillets first book, 
T¥Pee, was off the press in 1846. In Boston where Dana lived 
and Melville often visited, they had mutual friends. Obvious~ 
there would be many things to draw them into personal contact. 
Both were interested in the sea, both had written of their 
experiences before the mast, and both were laboring to abolish 
flogging aboard ships. .There were also many things to keep 
them apart. The vast dif.t'erence in temperament between Mel ville, 
whose primary love was the sea, and Dana, whose great interest 
was statesmanship, would almost natura~ preclude a close 
friendship. Dana was a social stickler, and his friendshiBs 
were with men who were gentlemen before they were authors.~2 
In spite of their differences, Melville recognized the bond between them. 
52James Hart, ttMelville and. Dana, 1t: American Literature, IX 
(March, 1937), p. 5o. 
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In 1850 he wrote to Dana about 1tthose strange, congenial feelings, with 
which after my first voyage, I for the first time read 'Two Years Before 
the Mast,• and while so engaged was, as it were, tied and welded to you 
b,y a sort of Siamese link of affectionate sympat~.n53 As the English 
sea writer W. Clark Russell wrote in A Claim of American Literature 
concerning the contribution of the two men: 
Dana and Melville were Americans, they were the first to 
lift the hatch and show the world what passes in a ship's 
forecastle; how men live down in that gloomy eave, how and 
what they eat, and where they sleep, what pleasures th~ 
take, what their sorrows and wrongs are; how they are used 
when they quit their black sea-parlours in response to the 
boatswain's river summons to work on deck by day and b~hnight~ 
These secrets of the deep Dana and Melville disclosed.>· 
Between 1815 and 1865 America was in a state of transition. 
While most Americans shared high-minded ideals of democrae.y and the im-
portance of the individual, they were at the same time greedy to share 
in the riches of the great commercial enterprises. Strangely enough, 
this disharmony between idealism and materialism fostered some of the 
greatest creative writing ever produced in America. While the 
Transcendentalists were preaching and writing about the ltoversoul"=- and 
the oneness of universe, the followers of Rousseau were interested in the 
innocence of natural man released from the fetters of civilization. Both 
of these philosophies encouraged a new appreciation of nature and a more 
reflective approach to the problem of man's responsibilities to society 
53Jay Leyda, The Melville Log: A Documentary Life o£ Herman 
Melville (New York: Harcourt, Braoo and-Company, 1905i),p.l09. 
54Quoted. in Raymond Weaver, Herman Mel ville: Mariner ~ ]trstio 
(New York: George H. Doran Co., 1921), PP• 24-25. 
46 
and to himself'. 
Although transcendentalism, the Rousseauistic doctrine, 
Jacksonian democracy, and American nationalism all can be said to have 
influenced Melville, he can not be fitted into any neat category. Many 
studies have been made of Melville's attitude toward society, religion, 
.man's place in the universe, the problem of good and evil, and the 
natural innocence of man in a primitive society. His novels have been 
interpreted and reinterpreted. His allegories have been explained, ~d 
then the explanations have been denied by later writers. So much has 
been written, that there is no need to tr,r to review the scholarship 
here. Thus anY discussion of Melville's role in the development of the 
American democratic tradition is not meant to be definitive, but simply 
as explanator,r background for the important role that Melville gives 
to his common seamen throughout his works. 
Perhaps one of the most succinct analyses of Melville ts 
democratic theories is given by Vernon Parrington. 
Like all the transcendentalists Melville was a democrat, 
but his democracy sprang rather from his sympathies than 
from his philosop~. It was a democracy learned rather 
from Ecclesiastes than from Emerson; it sprang from his 
pessimism rather than from any transcendental faith in the 
divinity of man. He knew only too well how weak and foolish 
are the children of Adam; but in presence of the common fate 
to which the indifferent years h'l.liTY us, how stupid and 
callous are the social distinctions that society erectsl 
Why should not life be a leveler as well as death? His 
experience before the mast had taught him sympat~ for the 
common man; he regarded quizzicallY the ways of the exploit-
ing few and the sufferings of the exploited many, and he 
smiled ironically at the neat little classificatigg that 
divides the hUman animal into sinners and saints.~~ 
55vernon Louis Parrington, Main Currents in American Thought, 
Vol. II. (New Yo-rk: Harcourt, Brace and Company,l927), p. 265. 
To Mel ville, a ship was but a microcosm and the men aboard her were 
representatives o£ all societ.y. 
In each o£ Melville's volumes dealing with ships and sea-
£arers, the crew itsel£ £ills the great bulk o£ the picture. 
Crews acquire so great a £ascination £or him chie£ly because 
he £inds in them a practical epitome o£ a social order. His 
primar,r concern is with the success or £ailure o£ men to live 
together in some sort o£ society. So beneath his romantic 
exterior he proves £undamentally a sociologist. He observes 
the smugness and complacency o£ the moneyed class; he admires 
the £ortitude o£ the underprivileged groups, bold~ de£ending 
them against th~ir.overlord~. A~ost in~ariably he s~~ports 
the forecastle ~n ~ts con£1ict ~th the quarter-deck.~' 
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But Melville was not concerned sole~ with allegor,r, a fact which m~ 
twentieth century critics often £orget. He had been a seaman in whalers, 
in the Navy, and in a merchant ship. · He knew what type o£ men filled 
the forecastles and some of' the reasons why they went to sea. He had 
known men like Dr. Long Ghost, handsome Jack Chase, the poet Lemsford, 
evil Claggart, and the miserable Jackson. To be sure, the action in 
Melville's novels often has been lifted bodily from other seaments 
journals or perhaps from a stor.r heard on one of' the night.watches, f'or 
Melville had no desire to write another factual narrative like those 
already published by Dana and Ames and he did not scruple against taking 
his ideas from others. Furthermore, he had the abilit,r to transform an 
ordinary tale into a work of' art. Even in a story such as ttBenito 
Cereno n' where he lifted the adventure direct~ from an account of Captain 
Delano without even changing the names of' the characters, Melville added 
moral significance to the story. 
56Henry w. Wells, ttAn Unobtrusive Democrat, Herman Melville,~ 
South Atlantic Q}l.arterly, XLIII (January, 1944), p~ 47. 
Comparison o£ the extract with Captain Delano's original 
Narrative o£ Voyages and Travels reveals that Melville went 
to great trouble to revise his source. Although the moral 
meaning o£ the source is comparable to . the moral meaning o:f 
the story, the source is too crassly candid and too naively 
pessimistic to suit Melville. In the source, Don Benito, 
himsell, is caught in the act o£ stabbing a shackled slave; 
he proves to be dishonest in money matters and practices 
gross ingratitude towards Delano. In the source Delano takes 
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a crudely pessimistic, juvenile view o£ lile'.s moral mysteries; 
he cannot £ind it in his soul that he ever deserved the miseries 
or the ingratitude he has experienced. 
Modi£ied, made more complex and mature, the moral view o£ 
Delano in the source becomes that which Melville distils into 
the story. The sins and con£us:ions that the living Yankee 
captain recognized in li£e are drawn by Melville into his 
tale. For li£e's ultimate moral mysteries he had no solution, 
but he struggled to bring us into their presence. In the end, 
to select merely one example, the wound on ~bo's £ace is not 
a horrid, Gothic detail, nor is it evidence o£ iron-vr.illed 
satanism. Though sell-in£licted, .it may betoken cruelties 
v.i.sited on Babo's race by the whites. Beyond this, it may be 
emblematic o£ those psychic wounds that each man in£licts on 
himsell or on his £ell ow. Babo t s character is like all 
character, deeply mysterious. Nature, human and external is 
neither Locke's state o£ unmixed peace and good will nor 
Hobbes' bellum omnium contra omnes.57 
In spite o£ the moral signi£icance o£ Melville's stories, 
his seamen are real. If they have the loyalties, skills, and sel£-
reliance o£ early pioneers, they have the shortcomings £ound in all 
mankind. No man is per£ect; so even that popular captain o£ the Foretop, 
Jack Chase, is missing a £inger and the innocent Billy Budd stammers. 
The distinct separation o£ hero and villain usually £ound in early novels 
is missing in Melville. The man in the £orecastle may be coarse, 
drunken, and dirty, but he belongs to the ttkingly common.u The classical 
concept that only men o£ high estate could be truly tragic had no place 
57ouy·A. Cardwell, «Melville's Gray Story: Symbols and Meaning 
in 'Benito Cerenot,tr Bucknell Review, VIII (May, 1959), pp. 166-167. 
in Mel vllle 's philosophy. He was a man ahead o:f his time who was quite 
aware that critics might not be ready :for the attitude which he express-
I:f then, to meanest mariners, and renegades and castaways, I 
shall herea:fter ascribe high qualities, though dark; weave 
round them tragic graces.; i:f even the most mou.rn:ful, perchance 
the most abased, among them aJJ., shall at times l.i:ft himsel:f 
to the exalted mounts; i:f I shall touch that workman f s arm 
with some ethereal light; i:f I shall spread a rainbow over 
his disastrous set o:f sun; then against all mortal critics 
bear me out in it, thou just Spirit o:f Equality, whicb
8
hast 
spJ:-ead one royal mantle o:f humanity over all nw kindl.5 
Melville's democratic leanings were not too well developed in 
his early works. Known principally as 1lthe man who lived among the 
cannibals, tt his only concern was to spin a good yarn (which might prove 
advantageous). If he had a thesis, it was the Rousseauistic idealization 
o:f primitive society. As he matured, however, he became increasingly 
nationalistic and :felt that the time had come :for America to take her 
place as a leader in the world. No one_, with the possible exception o:f 
Wbi.tmanJJ wrote more lyrically and optimistically o:f Americars :future 
than Melville did in these lines :from White-Jacket: 
Esc1aped :from the house o:f bondage, Israel o:f old did not 
:follow a:fter the ways o:f the Egyptians. To her was given 
an express dispensation; to her were given new things under 
the sun. And we Americans are the peculiar, chosen people 
--the Israel o:f our time; we bear the ark of the liberties 
o:f the world. Seventy years ago we escaped :from thrall; 
and, besides our :first birthright--embracing one continent 
o:f earth--God has given to us, :for a :future inheritance, the 
broad domains o:f the political pagans, that shall yet come 
and lie down under the shade o:f our ark; without bloody hands 
being li:fted. God has predestined, mankind expects, great 
58nerman Melville, Moby-~ (New York: Albert and Charles Bani, 
Inc., 1933), p. 102. 
things £rom our race; and great things we £eel in our souls. 
The rest o£ the nations must soon be in our rear. We are 
the pioneers o£ the world; the advance-guard, sent on through 
the wilderness o£ untried things, to break a new path in the 
New World that is ours. In our youth is our strength; in 
our inexperience, our wisdom. At a period when other nations 
have but lisped, our deep voice is heard.a£ar. Long enough 
have we been sceptics with regard to ourselves, and doubted 
whether indeed, the political Messiah had come. But he has 
come in us, i£ we would but give utterance to his promptings, 
let us always remember that with ourselves, almost f.or the 
£irst time in the history o£ earth, national sel£iahness is 
unbounded philanthropy; £or we
5
cannot·do a good.to America, 
but we give alms to the world. 9 · 
I£ Wellingborough Redburn is a re£lection o£ the youth£ul 
Melville, the belie£ in the dignity o£ the human being even in the 
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lowest ranks o£ li£e and th~ great role being played by America had 
not always bee~ part o£ Melville's thinking. · Redburn is very proud o£ 
his nante and £antily connections. He is rather pleased when the captain 
says, "Wellingborough Redburn!--upon my sOul, a £ine sounding nante, til 
and though he would rather have had an advance on his wages, he does 
not admit that he is penniless. With the seamen, Redburn is extremely 
conscious o£ his £amily connections and the superiority o£ his upbringing. 
He £elt immensely superior to the uneducated, irreligious sailor whom 
he tried to be£riend on the Highlander. 
• • • I pitied him more and more, contrasting my own situa-
tion with his, I was grateful that I was di££erent £rom him; 
and I thought how pleasant it was, to £eel wiser and better 
than he couid £eel; though I was willing to con£ess to :mysel£, 
that it was not altogether my own good endeavors, so much as 
my education, which I.had received £rom others, that had made 
me an upright and sensible boy I at that time thought mysel£ 
59Herman Melville, White-Jacket; or, The World in a Man-o£-War 
(New York: Grove Press, 1.956), p. 151. - - -----
to be. And it was now, that I began to feel a good degree of 
complacency and satisfaction in .surveying my own character; 
for, before this, I had previously associated with persons of 
a very discreet life, so that there was little opportunity to 
magnify myself-' by comparing myself with my neighbors. 60 
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It comes as a rude shock to Redburn to discover that the seamen are not 
in the least impressed with his superiority. In response to one o.f his 
foolish questions, the sailor rudely laughed at him, 111called me a t Jinuny 
Dux, t though that was not my real name, and he must have known it; and 
also the 'son of a farmer,' though as I have previously related, my 
.father was a great merchant and French importer in Broad-street in New 
York.w6J. But life in the forecastle changed. Redburn. B.r the time the 
Highlander began its homeward voyage, Redburn had grown wiser in the 
ways of seamen, and though he was never to really become one o.f them, 
he made .fewer blunders. 
Like Redburn, Melville too was to change considerably as he 
became acquainted with life in the forecastles o.f the various ships in 
which he served. Between 1841 and 1844 he had !Jlshared four different 
forecastles with mixed crews of .American :whites and Negroes, with 
Englishmen, Scotsmen, and Australians·, and with natives of the South 
Seas. He lived with coarse,, mean-spirited wretches who cursed, gambled, 
got drunk, committed sodomy, wasted away with syphilis, deserted, and 
mutinied, and with others who lived as decently on ship as on shore 
• • t tt62 Yet just as Redburn was always a little apart from his 
60Herman Melville, Redburn: His First Voyage (New York: 
Doubleday&. Company, Inc., 1957), p. 46. 
6~elville, Redburn, p. 47. 
62William. H. Gilman,. Melville t s Early ~ and Redburn (New York: 
New York University Press, 1951, p. 159. · 
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crawmates 3 Melville was never recognized as one of them. He had written 
in Mardi: 
Now, at sea, and in the fellowship of sailors, all men appear 
as they are. No school like a ship for studying human nature. 
The contact of one man with another is too near and constant 
to favour deceit. You wear your character as loosely as your 
flowing trousers. Vain all endeavors to assume qualities not 
yo·o.rs, or to conceal those you possess. Incognitos 3 however 
desirable, are out of the question. And thus aboard of all ships 
in which I have sailed, I have invariably been known by a sort of 
drawing room title. Not, let me hurry to say, that I put hand 
in tar bucket with a squeamish air, or ascended the rigging with 
a Chesterfieldian mince • • • It was because of something in me 
that could not be hidden; stealing out in occasional polysyllable; 
an otherwise incomprehensible deliberation in dining; remote un-
guarded allusions to Begjes-Lettres affairs, and other trifles, 
superfluous to menti·on. 3 . · 
But even though Melville remained some ways aloof from his shipmates, he 
had reached a new appreciation of the men who kept the commerce of the 
world alive. Never again would he think of them as objects of pity or 
scorn.. He had come to realize that the sailor was an individual cut off 
from the protection and softening influence of society. The abuses on 
shipboard were partially responsible for the degradation of these men. 
He recognized that the seaman was little better than a slave, with few . 
rights and privileges. Melville was to add his voice to that of Dana and 
Ames in an attempt to arouse interest in the plight of the sailors and if 
possible to get social legislation passed which would protect him on the 
sea as well as .on land. 
Melville's democratic attitudes did not blind him to the faults 
of the common man, and in many ways he shared Cooper•s beliefs that the 
best leaders are those who have been reared as gentlemen. 
63Herman Melville, Mardi: ! Chartless Voyage (New York: Albert 
and Charles Boni, 1925),; .p. 12. 
Certain it is, from what I have persona~ seen, that the 
English officers, as a general thing, seem to be less dis-
liked b.1 their crews than the American officers by theirs. 
The reason probably is, that many of them, from their atation 
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in life, have been more accustomed to social command; hence, 
quarter-deck authority sits more naturally on them~ A coarse, 
vulgar man, who happens to rise to high naval rank by the ex-
hibition of talents not incompatible with vulgarity, invariably 
proves a tyrant to his cre't'l. It is a thing that American man-
of-war's men have often observed that the lieutenants from the 
Southern States, the descendents of the old Virginians, are much 
less severe' and much more gentle and gentlemanly in command, 
than the Northern officers, as a class.64 . 
But if the common men must be ,led by uncommon men like Captain Ahab, that 
did .not diminish their importance as individuals worthy of attaining 
heroic proportions in Melville's works. The men of the whale fisheries 
may have been scorned by merchantmen and navy men, but they were con-
sidered worthy subjects for his greatest work. To be sure, he had started 
Moby-~lf as merely another adventure story based on his ear~ sailing 
career, but somewhere during the course of his writing, it ceased to be 
just another sea tale. ·Lonely and mis'\lllderstood, MelVille had always 
felt himself an Ishmael in society, but in the. early 1850•s he thought 
that at last he had found a true soulmate in his Pittsfield neighbor, 
Nathaniel Hawthorne. Older ·than Melville and retiring by disposition, 
Hawthorne retreated from the ardent intensity of Melville's enthusiasm, 
but, at 1;hat psychological moment in Melville 1s life, Hawthorne served 
as the catalyst for Melville's genius. To him Melville poured out his 
soul. In June of 1951 he wrote tQ him of his desire to be known for some-
thing greater than a mere adventurer in the South Seas. There is much 
that is prophetic in his words. 
64Melville, White-Jacket, p. 142. 
I did not think of Fame, a year ago, as I do now. MY develop-
ment has been all within a few years past. I am like one of 
those seeds taken out of the Egyptian Pyramids, which, after 
bej.ng three thousand years a seed and nothing but a seed, being 
planted in English soil, it developed itself, grew to greeness, 
and then fell to mould. So I. Until I was twenty-five, I had 
no development at all. From ~ twenty-fifth year I date ~ 
life. Three weeks have scarcely passed, at any time between 
then and now, that I have not unfolded within ~self. But I 
feel that I am now come to the inmost leaf of thgr:'bulb, and 
that shortly, the flower must fall to the mould. ~ 
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Inspired by conversations with his new-found friend, Melville began to 
rewrite Moby-Dick. Who better than Hawthorne could reveal. to him the 
power of allegory and symbolism? Furthermore, at this crucial time in 
his· life, Melville had begun re-reading Shakespeare. Notes and u.nder-
scorings made by Melville in his copy of the pl~s suggest that this 
too added impetus to his changing ideas. Moby-Dick ceased to be a mere 
whaling yarn, and began to take on epic proportions. The dramatic 
quality of Shakespeare t a· dramas would .f.i. nd expression in an American 
tragedy--a tragedy, not of kings, but of ttkingly commons. n Many c:ri tics 
have called attention to the various parallels between Moby-Dick and 
King Le~, but an essential difference between his greatest work and 
Julius .Caesar, marked by Charles Olson in his study of Melville, does 
more to point up Melville 1 s preoccupation with democracy. As in so many 
nineteenth century novels, the democratic element is revealed through his 
literary handling of the crew. 
The crew is where what American stands for got into ~-Dick. 
The.r're what we imagine democracy to be. They're Melville's 
addition to tragedy as he took it from Shakespeare. He had to 
do more with the people than offstage shouts in a Julius Ceasar. 
65Leyda, The Melville Log, P• 413. 
This was the difference a Declaration of Independence made. 
In his copy of the play Melville writes the note 
TAMMANY HALL 
in heavy strokes beside Casca's description of the Roman 
rabble before Caesar. 
urt the tag-rag people did not clap him and 
hiss him; according as he pleas'd and.dis-
pleas's them, as they use to do the players 
in the theatre, I am no true man. rr 
Melville thought he had more searoom to tell the truth. He 
was writing in a country where an Andrew Jackson could, as 
55 
he put it, be mrrurled higher than a throne.m A political 
system called Wdemocra~~ had led men to think they were ~freem 
of aristocracy. The fact of the matter is Melville couldn't 
help but give the ltlpeoplett a larger pgr because in the life 
around him they played a larger part. · 
The march of democracy was to continue after the publication 
of Moby-Dick, but by the time of the Civil War it had already lost much 
of its intensity. The common seaman could no longer properly serve as 
a symbol of democracy as had Steelkilt, the hero of the Tow.n-Ho story. 
A superior individual, he is hated by his less talented officers. 
"'Steelkilt became the embodiment of the American savage, the natural man, 
a being free from civilized hypocrisy. Melville describes him fondly as 
the fulfilment of his idea of the democratic hero. 1~7 He is a Lakeman 
from the heart of America. Brought up on the shores of Lake Erie, he 
has the bravery and fierce independence of a frontiersman. Although 
Lake Erie is larg~ enough to partake of many of the characteristics of 
the open ocean, the shores are frequented by Indians, ~ld barbarians, 
I 
whose red painted faces flash from out their peltry wi+s.n.68 
I 
66charles Olson, Call Me Ishmael: A Stuqy of Me~ville (New York: 
Grove Press Inc., 1947), p. 70-;- - - i 
67 Sherman Paul, IJMelville r s r The 
Literature, XXI (May, 1949), P• 216. 
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Thus the parallel between the £rontier and sea is unmistakably drawn and 
Steelkilt seems to be literary kin to The PatMinder. But the f'ree man 
is fettered and by his loss of £reedom the ship is doomed, as later the 
Pequod is doomed. 
This apparent failure in the basis of American democracy has 
its counterpart in the mutiny that takes place on the Town-Ho. 
The ship-as-society or world-in-itself is a recurrent symbol 
in Melville-'s work and in ttThe Town.-Ho 's Storytf! becomes a stage 
on which is acted one possible £ailure in human institutions 
•• , • More was at stake than the ship Town-Ho; it was a matter 
o£ the human basis of society, of Christian democracy.69 
Melville was acutely aware that society was not reaqy for ideal 
democracy. 
Thus the fate of the Pequod becomes a kind of prophecy of the 
fate of the democratic ship of state. Dedicated to a democratic 
God and manned by a democratic crew, sailing in search of profit, 
the Pequod is persuaded by an idealistic captain to give up its 
democratic rights in order to make total war against the forces 
of evil. To make the world safe for democracy, it abandons 
democracy; and to destroy evil, commits evil. Inevitably it 
sinks at last in 1"the final Paci£ic.~~' .And as Ahab eXplains after 
seeing Moby-Dick ·ram the Pequod: UThe ship! • • • its wood could 
on..ly be Americanzuqo 
Melville's last work, Billy~, written between 1888 and 1891, 
revealed his belief that i£ men had had the innocence and natural good-
ness of Billy, they might have succeeded in making democratic America 
into a harmonious union, just as Billy had stopped the quarreling and 
dissension aboard the free merchantship, The Rights of Man. But war 
and power, symbolized by the warship Indomitable on which Billy was 
impressed and eventually hanged, reduced freedom to-chaos again and 
69Paul, ~elville's 'The Town-Ho 1s Storyr,w p. 220. 
7~ederic I. Carpenter, American Literature and the Dream 
(New York: Philosophical Library, Inc., 1955), p. 78-.--
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e.ffectiv·ely destroyed the naive and good. Billy's final salutation to 
the ship may have been the echo of Melville's .feelings toward America 
democracy as he cries with a .farewell gesture to the merchantship~ rtAnd 
good-bye to you too, old Rights of Manzw71 
Melville lived into the last decade of the nineteenth century. 
He saw steam. replace the sail as a means of locomotion, and civilization 
conquer. the frontier. He watched the heroism and idealism of the men 
who had fought the Civil War degenerate into the trickery and chicanery 
of the "Reconstruction. •~ 
Melville had foreseen all the sordid developments of 1tthis 
dishonorable epoch U' while they were still in the germ; thus 
fulfilling the Chinese philosopher 1 s notion of what a wise 
man is:: he bad viewed the myriads . playing pigmy parts, de-
based into equality, and bin glut of all. material artsh had 
predicted a civic barbarism, with man dis ennobled and brutal-
ized, hdead level of rank commonplace: an Anglo-Saxon Chinan 
--the very Dark Ages of democraey.72 
The life of the common seaman reflected the changes which modern 
inventions and legislation had brought about. B.r the late 1850 1s the 
golden age of the sailing vessel had reached its peak. 
The improvement in the steam. vessels, the turning .from wood 
to iron for the hulls of ships, our Civil War, and other 
.factors all doomed the old clippers and our merchant marine 
as a whole.73 
A .few whalers continued to sail, but the discovery of western oil .fields 
71Herman Melville, lrBilly Budd,'t Selected Writings of Herman 
Melville (New York: Random House, 1952), p. 813. -
72Lew.is Mumford, Herman Melville (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and CompaQY, Inc., 1929), p. 327. 
73Jam.es Truslow Adams, ~March of Democracy (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1932), p. 321. 
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made it increasingly unprofitable. Laws were established to give the 
sailors the same protection on the sea that they had on the land, and 
improved communications and the speed of the ships made it possible for 
the legislation to be enforced. No longer could a captain tyrannize 
over his crew or confine them on starvation diets in unwholesome, dark 
forecastles. Sailors could demand good food, good living conditions, 
and good treatment. Civilization had spread out over the oceans as it 
had over the West • 
.A;n analysis of the literary treatment of the common seamen by 
nineteenth century writers is a revelation of the history of the age. 
The unique contribution of these democratic authors was their unfailing 
interest in the men in the forecastle rather than on the quarter-deck. 
With the passing of the age of sail, much of the romance of the sea was 
lost. 'J~he age of steam brought in speed and efficiency and a new class 
of men. The legislation for which Ames, Dana, and Melville fought im-
proved conditions. In the new age of the common man, the seaman was 
once again recognized as an important member of American democratic 
society .. 
CHAPI'ER II 
THE MERCHANT SERVICE 
D rye hear sir, henceforth your name is Buttons. 
And noiv do you go, Buttons, and clean out that pig-pen 
in·the long boat; it has not been cleaned out since 
last voyage, and bear a hand about it, d'ye hear; 
therets them ~igs there waiting to be put in; come be 
off about it. 
Such was the ignominious command that began young Redburn's 
career on a merchant vessel and effectively put to rout the romantic 
illusions which he had long cherished about life at sea. Many young 
men eager :for adventure and low in :funds signed as 1~oys~ on ships 
bound :for distant ports. Each undoubtedly had secret dreams of a 
prosper ems future as a captain or ship's owner. The merchant ships 
were the training schools :for the men who hoped to become officers in 
the Navy or rise to the quarter-deck o:f a ship successfully engaged in 
:foreign trade. It was a difficult school under a hard master. Of course 
there were good captains, and there were common sailors who rose to rank 
and :fortune. For the majority o:f the sailors, however, danger, drink, 
and hardships would ruin their health and cut short their lives. A few 
days o:f cleaning pig-pens and slushing down the main-top mast usually 
dispelled any ideas of adventure from the most romantic greenhorn and 
the pay he received after deductions were made :for supplies lost over-
lHerman Melville, Redburn: His First Voyage (New York: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1957), P• 26. 
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board or borrowed from the ship's stores dimmed his hopes of rapidly 
becoming wealthy. 
The rise to wealth and command had been a common enough 
occurrence in the early- days of .American shipping. Ships' owners had 
been con~tantly on the look-out for young men of enterprise who were 
not afraid to carry on trade in foreign and dangerous waters. Accidents, 
storms, and attacks by natives were common enough so that there was a 
constant demand for more officers. The most surprising fact about ships 
engaged in the mercantile trade, especially in the Pacific, is the ex-
treme youth of the officers. Even i£ the seaman never rose to the rank 
of master, he was sure of meeting adventure and seeing the world. In 
spite of having to dodge both French and English ships on the Atlantic, 
proas in the China seas, and native attackers in the Pacific, American 
ships were found in great numbers over all the globe. Ned M;rers, ship-
mate of James Fenimore Cooper, in later years recounted the amount o£ 
travelling that he had done on merchant ships bef'ore joining the navy. 
I had been round the world once, had been to Canton five 
tintes, doubling the Cape, round the Horn twice, to Batavia 
once, the West Indies, on the Spanish Main, and had crossed 
the ..1\tlantic so often that I thought I knew all the mile-
stones.2 
As time went on, however, opportunities for advancement became 
fewer. Wages sank lower and .lower. In Afloat~ Ashore, Cooper has 
Miles Wallingford sign as a greenhorn at eighteen dollars a month, an 
2James Fenimore Cooper, Ned M,rers; or, A Life Before the Mast 
(New York: ·G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1912), p. 1%. - -- --
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excellent salary for 1797.3 By 1839 an inexperienced boy like Redburn 
was worth only three dollars for the whole voyage and he never succeeded 
in collecting that. 4 The young men of initiative and daring that bad 
been the raw material out of which good officers bad been made began 
finding greater opportunities in the west, especially after the discovery 
of gold in California. Merchant vessels began employing more foreign 
crews--Portuguese, Swedes, Sicilians, Kanakas, and Lascars. The inex-
perienced officers were forced to administer harsher punishments to 
maintain order among the multi-lingual crews. Many of the officers, 
crude, uneducated men, unaccustomed to power, were unnecessarily harsh 
and tyrannical. Each rank of men seemed to take pleasure in browbeating 
the rank below, arid the %oys, 111 being the lowest rank, were given the 
3.uthough $18 was more than the average lllboytt received at this 
period, pay for seamen was much higher than pay for comparable jobs on 
shore. n:F0r one of the chief attractions of seafaring was the high 
wages that were not only earned, but actually paid, in the Federalist 
period ·~ •• By 1799, J. & T. Lamb were paying boys $8 to $10, ordinary 
seamen $14 to $17, able seamen $18, and petty officers up to $24 per 
month, :Ln the Northwest fur trade.~ Samuel Eliot Morison, The Maritime 
History of Massachusetts (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Compa.n:y, 1941), 
p. no. 
4Most ship owners would have considered Captain Riga r s treat-
ment of young Redburn fair, £or boys often received no wages at all. In 
1841, Dana wrote, ttin the merchant service all except able and ordinary 
seamen a:re generally upon the same wages, though boys ' wages vary in 
different va,yages. Sometimes they get nothing; being considered as 
apprentices,; and from that they rise to three, five, and sometimes 
eight dollars per month. 111 Richard Henry Dana, Jr., The Seaman's Friend 
(Boston: Thomas Groom & Company, 1851), p. 165. -
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filthiest jobs, made the butt of cruel practical jokes, and were scorned 
by all. A boy, and the greenhorn was termed a boy regardless of his age, 
could perform only limited service aboard a vessel and could not be re-
lied on in times of stress. The seaman who greeted Redburn's arri.val on 
the ship with disgust probably expressed the feelings of the whole crew 
when he said: 
Hang me, I hope the old man hasn't been shippi.ng a~ more green-
horns like you. He'll make a shipwreck of it :if he has. But 
this :is the way nowadays: to save a :few dollars in seaman's 
wages, they think nothing gf shipping a parcel of farmers and 
clodhoppers and bab,r boys.~ 
The changing picture of the life of the common seaman :is well 
reflected in nineteenth century literature, for most o:f the major works 
on the subject are autobiographic or semi.-autobiographic. If the authors 
give a varied picture of life at sea, it was because their ow.n experiences 
vari.ed wide]y". Miles Wallingford, who proba.b]y" represents Cooper himself, 
was happy in his career from the outset. Although he was a green :fore-
mast hand he had learned something of rigging and the duties of a seaman 
from his father, who had been known to many of the men with whom Miles 
was to sail. To be sure, he discovered that a sailor has to work hard 
especially while the sbi.p is getting under way. He felt some nostalgia 
as he watched the highlands of Navesink vanish below the horizon. 
But a foremast hand bas little opportunity :for indulging :in 
sentiment as 'he quits his native shore; and few I fancy have 
the disposition. As regards the opportunity, anchors are to 
be got in off the bows, and stowed; cables are to·be unbent 
and coiled dow.n; studding gear is to be hauled out and got 
rea~; frequently boom irons are to be placed upon the yards, 
~elville, Redburn, p. 26. 
and the hundred preparations made that render the work o£ 6 a ship as ceaseless a round of activity as that of a house. 
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Miles ' reflections on his first day at sea and his pleased comment that 
in the choosing of the watches he was the fourth man chosen contrast 
strongly with Redburn's initial experience on shipboard. Seasick and 
faint with hunger, Redburn was sent aloft with a heavy iron bucket of 
an unsavor.r mixture to slush down the maintop mast as soon as he had 
completed the cleaning out o£ the pigpen. When the time for the choosing 
o£ the watches came, he was humiliated by being the last chosen, though 
chosen is hardly the correct word, since he was ua thirteener, and must, 
whether or no go over to the next column, like the odd £igure you carry 
along 'tvhen you do a sum in addition. tt7 In addition, the naive Redburn 
had no ldndly Moses Marble to teach him his seamanship, but only the 
curses of the other sailors. 
Although neither Afloat and Ashore nor Redburn can be accepted 
as factual accounts of Cooper's and Melville's experiences at sea, both 
of them reflect the attitudes of the authors and the conditions under 
which they sailed. Perhaps that first day at sea was prophetic £or both 
of them, for Miles Wallingford was to rise to the quarter-deckJ while 
Redbrirn, like Melville, was to meet with even worse conditions in the 
forecas·l:iles of whalers. Of course, it must be remembered that history 
had changed considerably between 1799 and 1840. In 1799 good seamen 
were eager to join the new Navy or sail on privateers. Merchant vessels 
found it difficult to get experienced men. By Melville's time, foreign · 
6cooper, Afloat and Ashore: A Sea Tale (New York: W. A. 
Townsend and c-ompany, 1861), p. 62. - - -
?Melville, Redburn, p. 36. 
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crews could be hired for little more than a ration of grog. Besides, 
the panic of 1837 had left many young Americans penniless and forced 
them to ship as seamen tor whatever pittance they could get. Cooper's 
novels could treat of the sea romantically, for in the days when he had 
sailed before the mast a seaman's life was one of opportunity and ad-
venture. By the time that Melville signed on for his first cruise, 
foreign and shanghaied crews, harsh officers, and dismal conditions in 
the forecastle quicklY destroyed any romantic illusions a young sailor 
might have. 
In 1806, when Cooper shipped as foremast hand aboard the mer-
chant ship Sterling of Wiscasset, Maine, ships were usually privately 
built and owned. In Maine, especially, whole families collaborated in 
the building and financing of the vessel which was to bring them their 
.fortunes and enable them to build the beauti.ful mansions which may still 
be seen in Wiscasset, Searsport, and Camden. 
Their Maine ships were unique things. They were not aggrega-
tions of the work o.f specialists. They were built by .families. 
From keel to topmost spar they were another such thing as a 
.farmhouse. The,y were members o.f a .family, like a son or 
daughter. Sons and daughters o.ften had a share bull t into 
them, as the,y had their own rooms built into the .family house 
when it was going up. Every bit o.f work that went into them 
was a labor o.f love. Many of them were built at home, and the 
children played among the shavings gnside the ribs of them just 
as the.y played in woodshed or barn. 
It is not surprising that the Maine captains should love their ships. 
Furthermore, they personally selected their crews, and felt an interest 
in their welfare. Young Cooper had been taken on board as part of the 
8Robert P. Tristram Coffin, Kennebec, Cradle of .Americans 
(New York: Rinehart & Co .. ., Inc., 1937), PP• 143-144. -
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crew because Mr. Barker, a New York merchant who was consignee and 
part owner of the Sterling, was a friend of his father's. Even with-
out this patronage, however, Cooper probably would have been happy under 
Captain Johnston's command, for he was a kindly man who worked his crews 
hard, but treated them well. Ned ~ers, who shipped as a bo.y at the same 
time as Cooper, recalled in later years that while waiting in Wiscasset 
for the ship to be readied, the Captain taking pity on his poverty and 
homelessness, kept him ttat school, well treated, and, if anything, too 
much indulged.tt9 
Captain Johnston was in many ways a typical Yankee sailing 
master. The captains of Maine ships had to be shrewd, versatile, and 
democratic. 
They were not hired men. They were owners or part owners o£ 
the ships they sailed. They were business agents in foreign 
po!~s. They were shrewd buyers and sellers. The,y were 
democrats0 and their men were their relatives and their friends.l 
In the exciting days of shipping prior to the War of 181.2, a captain had 
to be· ready to meet any emergency. Alexander Johnston, the grandson who 
inherited all of Captain Johnston•s logs and papers, not only verified 
the accuracy of many of Cooper's accounts especial~ in Ned ~ers, but 
he has also pointed out how well qualified Captain Johnston was to 
serve as model for many of Cooper's later fictional officers, for he 
typified the quick:witted, ingenious Yankee shipmasters of the period. 
Although he was still young at the time of Cooper's voyage, he had al-
ready had considerable experience at sea. 
9cooper, Ned MYers, p. 32. 
lOcoffin, Kennebec, p. 143. 
It was Captain Johnston's seventh year of experience as 
master, he had commanded the brig Levant in 1799, at hardly 
twenty years of age,--and in these seven years of stirring 
incident, on almost ever,r voyage he had learned that which 
could not be acquired in a lifetime nowadays. England, 
France and Spain kept the world in one vast uproar on the 
sea, and each succeeding year piled higher the fuel of red-
handed war; desertions, mutinies, impressments, letters of 
marque, were common occurrences; assailing thieves and 
Algerine pirates waited ever,rwhere for their prey on every 
sea.; and on some pretense or other the merchant marine of 
our then young Republic could scarcely sail a day over the 
ordinary channels. of trade without stirring event or 
outrage.ll 
Cooper's novels could not exceed in adventure the actual events that 
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befell Captain Johnston on his regular voyages. The lives of the sea-
men engaged in commerce before ~he liar of 1812 make stirring reading 
in both factual and fictional accounts, and it is not surprising to 
discover that the fiction is often closely related to the actual 
happenings of the age. 
It is certain that in later years Cooper drew heavily on his 
experiences aboard the Sterling to add realism to his novels. The cargo 
that had been carried in the ship's hold was flour, and later Cooper used 
his knowledge of how flour is packed to good advantage in Jack Tier. 
Many of the incidents in Ned Myers--the chase by the pirates in the ~y 
of Biscay and the hiding of the gu,in.eas so well that later no one could 
find them--can be directly traced to incidents that occurred on Cooper's 
first voyage. Cooper's kindly captains all bear a resemblance to Captain 
Johnston and, unlike later writers, he is rarely concerned with the mis-
treatment of seamen b.Y their officers. But most important of all were 
llEdith A. Sawyer, ~A Year of Cooper's Youth,~ New England 
Magazi~, XXXVII (December, 1907), p. 499 .. 
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the friendships .formed with the crew; .for it was on that voyage that the 
young Yale man, the son of a country squire, .first .formed the lasting 
ties with the men in the .forecastle whom he would later immortalize in 
the characters of Long Tom Coffin, Moses ·Marble, Stephen Stimson, and 
Ithuel Bolt. 
In spite of his many romanticized old salts, Cooper was aware 
that the average seaman had many weaknesses. Some of his descriptions 
in Ned ~rers are suggestive of Melville•s Redburn. Ned recalled that as 
early as 1806 when they sailed on the Sterling most seamen were not 
dashing, romantic figures. 
The assembling of a crew of a merchantman, in that day, was 
a melancholy sight. The men came off, bearing about them 
the signs of the excesses of which they had been guilty while 
on shore; some listless and stupid, others still labouring 
under the effects o.f liquor; and some in that fearful condition 
which seamen themselves term having the 'horrors.' Our crew 
was neither better nor worse than that of other ships. It was 
also a sample of the mixed character of the crews of American 
vessels during the height of her neutral trade. The captain, 
chief-mate, cook and .four of those .forward, were American born; 
while the second mate was a Portuguese. The boys were, one 
Scotch, and one a Canadian; and there were a Spaniard, a Dane, 
and an Englishman, in the forecastle.l2 
Furthermore, in spite of their sentimental elements, Cooper's 
novels reveal the vicissitudes of a sailor's life. Miles Wallingford 
may bear some resemblance to the young Cooper, but he is also represent-
ative of the whole group of daring young men who defied French and 
English guns to engage in trade. Much of the responsibility for taking 
on and disposing of goods had to be left to the discretion of the 
captain in those days when voyages were so long that one never knew 
l2cooper, Ned Myers, p. 23 •. 
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which countries would be at war or imposing embargoes. Miles' second 
voyage was typical of those found in the records of the ships which 
sailed fioom Salem, Boston, and New York. 
The ship was to take a cargo of flour to England; there, she 
was to receive a small assorted cargo for the northwest coast, 
and some of the sandlewood islands; after disposing of her 
toys and manufactures in barter, she was to sail for Canton, 
exchange her furs~ wood and other articles for teas, etc., 
and return home .1-' 
While later authors were to picture life at sea as a continnal 
struggle between the men and their officers, the seamen in Cooper's 
novels were too busy striving against outside forces to weaken them-
selves by fighting with one another. Possibly it was the constant 
struggle for survival against nature and enemw attacks which unified 
the officers and the men. Even stronger than their loyalty to one 
another was their feeling of being an integral part of their ship. In 
The ~t when the Ariel breaks up against the rocks, Long Tom elects 
to die with the ship. He explains,· ttr saw the first timber of the Ariel 
laid and shall live just long enough to see it turn out of her bottom; 
after which I wish to live no .longer. ul4 IIi Jack Tier, the men who 
rescue Harry Mulford feel that even though the boat on which he sailed 
is commanded by a piratical rogue, he should never have deserted her. 
It was necessa:cy for him to reveal the captain's whole dastardly plot 
to desert him, before the naval men were willing to accept him as a 
friend. Even men as rough and mercenary as the Vineyarders in The Sea 
13James Fenimore Cooper, Miles Wallingford (New York: W. A. 
Townsend and Company, 1861), P• 134. 
l4James Fenimore Cooper, The Pilot, A Tale of the Sea (New York: 
W. A. Townsend and Company, 1859):--i>. 325. -----
Lions were deeply attached to their vessel. The,r had helped to build 
and outfit her, and they felt pride in her speed and seaworthiness. 
When the ship was hopelessly lifted and thrown upon the shore by the 
pack ice, Daggett and his men still steadfastly refused to allow her to 
be cut up and used for vital firewood. 
ttfThe man who puts an a.x:e or saw into that unfortunate craft, r 
said Daggett firmly, 'I shall regard as an enemy. It is a hard enough 
bed that she lies on, without having her ribs and sides torn to pieces 
by hands,. 1 uJ.5 He and his men continued to live in her although she 
eventually proved a death trap to many of them. It seemed most fitting 
that Daggett should die on the island and be left behind on the barren 
shore that had wrecked his beloved vessel. 
Undoubtedly' it was the loyalty of the common seamen to their 
officers and ships that made it possible for .Americans to sail in small. 
wooden vessels around the stormy tip of Cape Hor.n, do battle with natives 
in the Pacific, fig~t the French, avoid impressment b,y the British, and 
succeed in making large fortunes for the ship's ~ers. Often this 
loyalty meant survival in the face of ~ost ove:rwhelming odds. When 
Captain Gardiner sailed his small schooner, The~ Lion, through narrow, 
unfamiliar, ice-choked sea-lanes to the edge of Antarctica, it was only 
the loyalty and ingenuity of the crew that enabled them to survive the 
hazardous trip and winter cold. None of the men were expert seamen, but 
they were willing to obey orders, from the icy baths and low fires 
commanded by the captain to harden their bodies in preparation for the 
15James Fenimore Cooper, The Sea Lions; or, The Lost Sealers (New 
Yorkt W. A. Townsend and Company, 185QJ, P• 379-;- --
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sub-zero weather ahead, to the rebuilding of their ship after the super-
structure had been burned for fuel •. It was Captain Gardiner's good sense, 
and the faith which the crew had in his judgment, that led them safely 
back to Sag Harbor. 
But if a seaman's life was full of hazards, it also offered 
almost unlimited opportunities to men of courage and initiative. The 
rise to command of Miles Wallingford followed a pattern familiar to those 
who have studied the maritime history of the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. His career was not unlike that of many young sea-
men. The death of Captain Williams in a savage attack by natives along 
the northwest coast of America which eventually led to Miles's promotion 
had ·its counterpart in :ma.ny ships engaged in trading for otter skins.l6 
Moses Marble's suggestion that their captured ship be blown up rather 
than surrendered to the savages was typical of the genuine feeling of 
seamen for their ship. Furthermore, Cooper may have known of such an 
incident, for one of John Jacob Astor's ships, the Tonquin, which in 
1811 feJ~ into the hands of savages near Nootka Sound was similarly de-
stroyed., Most of the crew had been murdered, but four members managed 
to escape death brief~ by hiding in the riggings and then rowing ashore. 
16
.A.J.though after the captain's death the command of the Crisis 
first devolved upon the mate, Moses Marble, he felt that he had not had 
the proper education to navigate the ship. After several encounters with 
a French ship, Marble turned over the command to Miles saying, "From the 
first I have thought matters would be better in your hands than mine. 
You have an edication /Sie7 and that 1 s a wonderful thing, Miles. As to 
sailing a ship, or stoWing her, or taking care of her in heavy weather, 
or finding my way across an ocean, I'll turn my back on no man; but it's 
a different thing when it comes to figures and calculations. tt Cooper, 
Afloat ~Ashore, p. 314. 
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Mr. Lewis, the ship's clerk, however, was wounded and unable to go with 
them. Determined to get revenge, he decoyed a number of savages aboard 
and then lighted the powder magazine. 
In the midst of their eagerness and exultation, the ship blew 
up with a tremendous explosion. Arms, legs, and mutilated 
bod:i.es were blown into the air, and dreadful havoc was made in 
the surrounding canoes. The interpreter was in the main-chains 
at the time of the explosion, and was thrown unhurt· into the 
water, where he succeeded in getting into one of the canoes. 
According to his statement, the b~ presented an awful specta-
cle after the catastrophe. The ship had disappeared, but the 
bay was covered with fragments of the wreck, with shattered 
canoes, and Indians swimming for their lives, or struggling 
in the agonies of death; while those who had escaped the danger 
remained aghast and stupified, or made with frantic panic for 
the shore. Upwards of a hundred savages were destroyed by the 
explosion, mapy more were shocking~ mutilated, and for d~s 
afterwards the limbs and bodies of the slain were thrown upon 
the beach.l7 
Between 1790 and 1815 when the otter fur trade was at its height, dozens 
of trading vessels were attacked by Indians who massacred as ma~ of the 
crews as they could. The fate of the ship whose charred fragments were 
found by Miles and his men was typical of the misfortune of ~ ships 
that sailed to the Northwest, never to be heard from again. 
Battles with the French or skirmishes with natives were con-
sidered the natural hazards of trading, but the practice that caused the 
greatest resentment among American sailors was the impressment of men 
from American ships to help supplement the depleted crews of British 
naval vessels. Furthermore, the English demanded the right to search a.n;r 
American ship and detain her if she carried a cargo which would help the 
French in a~ way. Naturally American seamen were indignant at England•s 
l7washington Irving, Astoria; or, Anecdotes of an Enterprise 
beyond the Rocky Mountains (New York: George P. Putnam;-1849), P• 113. 
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highhanded treatment. Twice Miles Wallingford had his ship boarded by 
the British who impressed most of his men. In spite of the removal o.f 
all his c!'ew except for Marble~ Neb, his colored slave~ and the cook, 
Miles decided to tr.r to reach America. A violent storm capsized the 
understaffed ship and Miles suddenly found himself reduced from a wealthy 
ship owner to a penniless seaman again. 
It is ce!'tainly a sad thing to abandon a ship at sea, with all 
her appliances, and with a knowledge of the gold that she cost. 
The Dawn, with her cargo, must have stood me in eighty thousand 
dollars, or even more; and here was I about to quit he!', out on 
the ocean, with an almost moral certainty that not a cent of the 
money could be, or would be, recovered from the usurers. These 
last only took risks against the accidents of the ocean, fire 
included; and there was a legal obligation to see that the vessel 
was properly found and manned. It was my own opinion that no 
accident would have occurred to the ship, in the late gale, had 
the full crew been on board; and that the ship was not properlY 
manned was, in a legal sense, my own fault. I was bound to let 
the English carr.r her into port, and to await judgment--the law 
supposing that justice would have been done in the premises • • • 
It is true, I might be ruined by" the delay, through the debts 
left b~hind me; but the law with all its purity cared nothing for 
that,.lt1 
But if the loss of the ship was hard on the owners, how much more difficult 
it was for the common seamen. The owner usually had other property and 
wealthy friends and !'elations to whom he could turn. The seaman on the 
other hand lost all his wages for the vqyage, and had no recourse but to 
sign up on another ship and hope for better luck. Sailors were usually 
philosophic about money and-accepted the risks involved in their pro-
fession as natU!'al. Moses Marble was typical of the rough, but fai th.ful 
and honest, seaman to be found in many merchant vessels during the early 
. part of the century. When the Dawn sank, he accepted the loss o.f his 
18cooper, Miles Wallingford, p. 340. 
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wages as only right and refused to consider restitution, even when Miles, 
through the restoration of his estate, was again a wealt~ man. 
When a ship's lost, the wages are lost with her, and that's 
law and good reason. It would be hard on a merchant to have 
to pay wages for work done on board a craft that's at the 
bottom of the ocean, so no more on that p'int, which wetll 
consider settled.l9 
Moses was aware that in spite of his experience and seamanship, his educa-
tion and ability to command were too limited to allow him to compete ;r.ith 
Miles for a position on the quarter-deck. Nevertheless, he felt pride in 
his position and strove to do it well. Officers and crew were partners 
in a hazardous occupation, and the seaman felt he had as much responsi-
bility to bring the ship saf~ly home as did the captain. 
Perhaps the most typical .American seaman to be found in nine-
teenth century literature is Cooper's Ned MYers. Ned was a professional 
seaman who had served in every branch of the maritime and knew well the 
vicissitudes of a sailor's life. Like so many seamen, Ned was careless 
with his money when he worked, .never thinking of the days when he might 
become old or ill. .Uthough he was more fortunate than many in being 
able to end his days at Snug Harbor, a home for destitute seamen, he was 
filled with self-reproach. He recognized clearly that the original enemy 
of sailo:rs was neither the grasping ships' owners nor the land sharks in 
port, bu·jj it was their own love of alcohol. It was liquor that caused 
sailors to suffer the ~orments of the "horrors, tt: and helped to shorten 
their lives. Like Moses Marble, Ned was an expert seaman, but he was 
living proof of Cooper's belief that the common seaman did not usually 
19cooper, Miles Wallingford, pp. 434-435. 
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have the wisdom, self-command, and sense of responsibility to assume rank 
on the quarter-deck. In his later years, a repentant Ned allowed his old 
shipmate Jl Cooper, to publish his life story in the hope that seamen who 
read it might be led to see the error of their ways. 
MY great wish is that this picture of a sailor's risks and hard-
ships, may have some effect in causing this large and useful 
class of men to think on the subject of their habits. I enter-
tain no doubt that the money I have disposed of far worse than 
if I had thrown it into the sea, which went to reduce me to that 
men1;al hell, the "horrors,~ and which, on one occasion, at least, 
drove fue to the verge of suicide, would have formed a sum, had 
it been properly laid by, on which ! might now have been enjoying 
an <>ld age of comfort and respectability. It is seldom that a 
seaman cannot lay by a hundred dollars in a twelve month--often-
times I have earned double that amount, beyond my useful out-
lays--and a hundred dollars a year at the end of tbirt.Y years, 
would give such a man an independence for the rest of his days. 
This is far from all, however; the possession of means would 
awaken the desire of advancement in the calling, and thousands, 
who now remain before the mast, would long since have been 
officers, could they have commanded the self-respect that proper-
ty is apt to create.20 
After the signing of the Treaty of Ghent, the fighting with 
rival nations and the impressment of American sailors by the British 
came to an end, but the ~mantic age of sailing was nearly over. The 
extended Pacific voyages from the northwest coast of America to China 
were no longer profitable. The trading for sea otter skins had virtu-
ally stopped. In the book The Old China Trade, Foster Dulles has 
explained the reason for the decline in fur trade. 
The simple fact was that furs were becoming scarce and the 
Indians were putting such a high price on those still offered 
for sale that the trade was no longer profitable. It was so 
dependent upon cheap barter that the gradual increase in the 
price demanded by the Indians destined it to a slow and li~Ier­
ing death which the events of 1812 had simply accelerated. 
20 Cooper, Ned MYers, p. 232. 
21Foster Rhea Dulles, The Old China Trade (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1930), P• 64.--
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Not until i848 when gold was discovered in California was the 
west coast to become important to trade again~ Until that time it re-
mained much as Richard Dana, Jr., had described it in Two Years Before 
the Mast. No one could have dreamed that the discover,y of gold would 
change San Francisco from a sparsely settled trading village to a 
flourishing seaport, and that b,v 1849 carrying goods and passengers to 
California would become the most important aspect of the merchant service. 
Old, unseaworthy vessels were pressed back into service and new and faster 
clipper ships were built. 
Ten years after the gold rush, Dana returned to California in 
a modern steamer. San Francisco bay was filled with clipper ships and 
steamers. As Dana looked at the thrl ving metropolis filled with 1'store-
houses, towers; and steeples; its courthouses, theatres, and hospitals, 
its daily journals, its well filled learned professions; its fortresses 
and lighthouses; its wharves and harbor with their thousand-ton clipper 
ships, more in number than London or Liverpool sheltered that day, tt22 it 
must have seemed impossible that so much could have been accomplished in 
such a brief span of years. 
The early part of the nineteenth century was an era of rapid 
change. In 1835 when Dana first sailed oefore the mast, there had already 
been a decided transition from the romantic days of the Northwest trade. 
No longer could a captain decide what route he wished to take or what 
trade he should engage in. The age of industrialism was bringing the 
22nana, Two Years Before the Mast, p. 411. 
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era o.f private enterprise slowly to a close. New and improved ships were 
being commissioned and built by large companies who were interested only 
in profits. Although most o.f the trade continued to be with the East and 
West Indies, China, the Baltic, the Mediterranean, and South America, 
ships began .following regular established trade routes. The paternal 
.feeling of the.captain toward his crew, and the loyalty of the men to 
their ship ceased to exist. Forecastles were .filled with .foreign crews 
who were exploited by both officers and owners. 23 Writers, concerned 
with the abuses which they .found existing throughout the merchant service, 
protested against the maltreatment, the unwholesome conditions, and the 
indignities to which they had seen seamen subjected. Such didacticism 
marked almost every sea narrative .from the publication o.f Nathaniel 
Ames•s Old Sailors Yarns and Nautical Reminiscences to Dana's Two Years 
Before the Mast. The fiction that .followed--the sketches, stories, and 
the novels o.f men like William Starbuck M~o and Herman Melville--con-
tinued to portray the evils practiced against seamen and attempted to 
restore to them the dignities and rights o.f individuals. 
In spite of the terrific physical toll caused by" drinking and 
· dissipation on shore added to the hard work, constantly wet clothing, 
and improper diet aboard ship, the seaman took pride in his strength and 
manliness. Redburn remarked this when he watched the men hauling up the 
anchor to get under way. 
While I worked at my bar, I could not help observing how 
haggard the men looked, and how much they suffered .from the 
23nThe Yankee mariner, with his neat clothes and perfect seaman-
ship, had passed into history by 1850. Few Americans could then be .found 
in the .forecastle o.f merchantmen on deep waters.tt Morison, Maritime 
History, p. 352. 
violent exercise, after the terrific dissipation in which 
they had been indulging ashore. But I soon learnt that 
sailors breathe nothing about such things, but strive their 
best to appear all ali!~ and hearty, though it comes very 
hard for many of them. 4 
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Add to this that most of their meager wages were spent in drinking and 
roistering ashore, and it is not surprising that the general public had 
developed a false idea of the carefree life of the sailor. 
The ballads and songs popular at that time added to the picture 
of the sailor as a happy-go-lucky fellow. 
Pass the grogl Pass the grogl Your sailor is a jol~ dog, 
Ever laughing, ever gay, sings at night and works by day, 
Cares no more for wounds or wealth 
Than doctors for their patients' health. 25 
With such popular misconceptions, one can imagine the shocked surprise 
of Dana and Ames, fresh from Harvard, when they got their first real 
experience aboard ship. 
It WaS a common practice during the 1820's and 1830's for young 
men from good families to ship as foremast hands aboard regular vessels. 
These men usually lived in the steerage or 'tween decks ra~her than in 
the forecastle with the rest of the crew, but they performed regular 
duties. Thus when Richard Henry Dana, Jr., was forced to give up his 
studies at Harvard to rest his eyes after an attack of measles, it was 
quite natural that he should decide to sail before the mast in the hopes 
that the sea air would improve his health. In spite of his upbringing, 
Dana was not proud, and he soon gave up his separate quarters to join the 
2~elville, Redburn, p. 30. 
25charles Lee Lewis, Books of the Sea: An Introduction to Nautical 
Literature (U. s. Naval Institute, Annapolis, Maryland, 1943), p785-86. 
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men in the forecastle. It was a ~PPY decision that had far-reaching 
consequences. Dana emerged a better man as a result of his experiences 
with the connnon men. His fathe:r, Richard Henry Dana, Sr., from whom 
young Dana had inherited his literary proclivity, had never succeeded in 
writing great literature because the sterile intellectual atmosphere of 
Boston Brahmin society had never challenged him to· meet responsibility. 
Norman Holmes Pearson described Richard Dana, Sr., as a man who ltwatched 
life from the library window, and the ocean from a summer cottage. He 
had written a poem about the sea rather than sailed it, and let fortune 
fail as he talked about life rather than lived it.n26 .· The younger Dana's 
contact with the problems of wrking men, and the da.hgers and hard work 
he shared with them both on board ship and on land curing hides forced 
him to face life· directly. He would return from his one experience with 
life in the raw to the professional life that was expected of him. But 
Dana's experiences at sea had opened his eyes to the more elemental 
asp~cts of life. ·Henceforth, he would recognize the shallowness of the 
society surrounding him and try to mitigate his own ineffectuality by 
fighting for those less fortunate. The regrets which he so often ex-
; 
pressed in his journals reveal his own awareness of what his life could 
have been like if he had· had the courage to break from the family tradi-
tiona. He had never wanted to become a lawyer. He wrote in his auto.;.. 
biography,- ttr had had a dread of the profession from a boy, received from 
my fathe:r, and looked upon it as hard, dry, uninteresting, uncertain and 
slavish; yet it was an honourable one, my ancestors had been distinguished 
26Richard Henry Dana, Jr., An Autobiographical Sketch (Hamden, 
Connecticut: The Shoe String Press ;-1953), P• 2. 
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in it. ~7 All his lif'e, Dana was to do what was expected of' him, but if' 
he did not become exactly the man he would have liked, at least he recog-
nized.his lack and was not content to live a narrow, self'-satisf'ied 
existence which shut out the unpleasant aspects of' lif'e. 
D. H. Lawrence did not believe that Dana's youthf'ul experience 
bef'ore the mast had made him a better man. Be agreed that Two Years 
Bef'ore the Mast was the stirring record of' a man who had come to know the 
sea intimately, but Lawrence argued that knowing and being were quite 
dif'f'erent. Dana bad learned much f'rom the sea. 
But Dana w-ent home to be a lawyer, and a rather dull and 
distinguished citizen. He was once almost an ambassador, 
and pre-eminently respectable. 
Be bad been. He KNEW. He had even told us. It is a 
great achievement. 
And then what? --Why nothing. The old vulgar humdrum. 
That's the worst .of' knowledge. It leaves one only the more 
lif'eless. Dana lived his bit in two years, and knew, and 
drummed out the rest. Dreary lawyer's years af'terwards.28 
Lawrence compared the mature Dana with the youth and f'ound him lacking, 
but he seems to have f'orgotten that youth is always a time when one bas 
the courage and strength to strike out on one's own. With maturity comes 
caution which so of'ten leads one back to the saf'e f'amiliar station in lif'e 
where one belongs. But the knowl~dge which Dana bad gained placed new 
responsibilities on him. Hencef'orth his lif'e would be dedicated to the 
least f'ortunate of'.the wor~d--the slaves and the seamen. Though he was 
27Dana, ~Autobiographical Sketch, p. 78. 
28n. H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature (New York: 
Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1951), P• 141. 
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never again to write anything to compare with his youthful narrative of 
Two Years Before the Mast, his life could hardly be termed a failure. 
When the youthful Dana had set sail for California, he probably 
had little conception of what life on a merchant ship would be like. It 
did not take him long to discover that the popular idea that a sailor 
had ample time for reading and reflection was untrue, at least as far as 
merchant vessels were concerned. Seamen worked long hours, and certain-
1y aboard the. Pilgrim no Usogaringu was allowed. To dispel the miscon-
caption of the sailor's life of ease, Dana devoted a lengthy chapter in 
his Two Years Before the Mast to an explanation of a sailor 1s many duties 
ending with the Philadelphia Catechism: 
Six days shalt thou labour and . do all thou art able; 
And on the seventh, holys~one the decks and scrape 
the cable. 9 
But it was not the long hours and hard work that Dana objected to nor 
even the discomforts of the forecastle. The men would have worked 
cheerfully if there had been better relations between the officers and 
the crew. From the outset of the voyage, there was constant friction 
between Captain Thompson and the men who served under him-~officers as 
well as crew. On a long cruise such as theirs 1vhich extended all the 
way down around the Horn and up the coast of California to procure hides 
such friction would naturally breed trouble. 
We were in all respects unforttinately situated--captain, 
officers, and crew entirely unfitted for one another; and 
ever.y circumstance and event was like a two-edged sword, 
and cut both ways.30 
29Dana, Two Years Before the Mast, p. 17. 
3°Ibid., P• 96. 
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The discontent grew until its culmination one day when the captain took 
exception to something said to him b.1 one of his crew--a slow, rather 
inept sailor named Sam. The mate was ordered to make a spread eagle of 
him. For the first time in his life, Dana was forced to witness a 
flogging. 
All these preparations made me feel sick and almost faint, 
angr,r and excited as I was. A man--a human being, made in 
God's likeness--fastened up and flogged like a beast.31 
Horrified at the spectacle, Dana vowed then that he would devote the re-
mainder of his life to helping sailors get redress for the mistreatment 
to which they were so often subjected. 
The complete irrationality and sadistic cruelty of the captain 
was revealed when another seaman dared to ~uestion why Sam was being 
flogged. Instant~ the captain ordered him put into irons and seized 
up too. When the seaman asked if he couldn't ask a question the c.a.ptain 
turned to him in rage. 
ltNo,~ shouted the captain; Jfbobody shall open his mouth 
aboard this vessel but ~self~; and he began laying the 
blows upon his back, swinging half round between each blow, 
to give its full effect. As he went on his passion in-
creased, and he danced about the deck, calling out, as he 
swung the rope, ttif you want to know what I flog you for, 
I'll tell you. It's because I like to do itJ It suits mel 
That's what I do it forJ"' 
The man writhed under the pain until he could endure it 
no longer, when he called out, with an exclamation more 
common among foreigners than with us: no Jesus Christl 
0 Jesus Christ J ttt 
tli.Don't call on Jesus Christ, 111 shouted the captain; "He 
can•t help you. Call~ Frank Thompsonl He's the ~1-
He can help you! Jesus Christ can•t help you now1n· 
3lnana, ~ Years Before the Mast, p. 104. 
32Ib·d . 'lo6 
--.:!::__. , p • • 
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This graphic account of a flogging and the power complex of 
unscrupulous captains did much to awaken Americans to the need for laws 
to protect seamen. Soon other writers were echoing the sentiment of 
Dana. In addition, humanitarian reform was sweeping the country. An 
awakened interest in the rights of every individual was creating new 
groups dedicated to the social betterment of factory workers, seamen, 
and slaves. To be sure, in their enthusiasm they often went beyond the 
bounds of common sense. In spite of his desire for reform, Dana felt 
the need of warning against too much curtailing of a captaints power. 
Indeed the difficulties into which masters and officers 
are liable to be thrown are not sufficiently considered by 
many whose sympathies are easily excited by stories, frequent 
enough, and true enough, of outrageous abuse of this power. 
It is to be remembered that more than three fourths of the 
seamen in our merchant vessels are foreigners. They are from 
all parts of the world. A great many from the north of Europe, 
beside Frenchmen, Spaniards, Portuguese, Italians, men from 
all parts of the Mediterranean, together with Lascars, Negroes, 
and perhaps worst of all, the off casts of British men-of-war, 
and men from our own country who have gone to sea because they 
could not be permitted to live on land. 
As things now are, many masters are obliged to sail without 
knowing anything of their crews, until they get out at sea. 
There may be pirates or mutineers among them; and one bad man 
will often infect all the rest; and it is almost certain that 
some of them will be ignorant foreigners, hardly understanding 
a word of our language, accustomed all their lives to no in-
fluence but force, and perhaps nearly as familiar with the use 
of the knife as with that of the marline-spike.33 
Perhaps Dana exaggerated conditions slightly. Samuel Eliot 
Morison, who is an outstanding authority on shipping, especially in New 
England, has suggested that conditions were not as bad as Dana pictured 
them. He believes that between 1820 and 1840 seamanship was at its 
33Dana, Two Years Before ~Mast, p. 394. 
I I 
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height and that in spite of the influx of foreigners in our merchant 
marine, the majority of common seamen were Yankees. Competent men could 
find ample opportunity for advancement on small privately owned vessels. 
In spite of harsh captains and hard working conditions Ilia foremast hand 
on a Yankee East Indiaman was the best paid, best fed, and most competent 
sailor in the world, regarded by coasters, fishermen, whalers, and 
man-o'warts men as the top-dog of his profession. And the officers must 
no more be ~udged b.r the brutality of Captain Thompson than other pro-
fessions by their black sheep. A Yankee shipmaster, in 1840, was the 
world's standard in abilit,r and conduct.n34 
But if Captain Thompson was not t.rpical of Yankee shipmasters, 
there were far too many like him. By 1841, when Dana published his hand-
book for sailors called ~ Seaman's Friend, legislation had already been 
passed for the protection of the common seamen. 
If~ master, or other officer, of an American vessel, shall, 
from malice, hatred, or revenge, and without justifiable 
cause, beat, wound, or imprison any one or more of the crew 
of such vessel, or withhold from them suitable food or nourish-
ment, or inflict on them any cruel or unusual punishment, every 
such person so offending shall, on conviction thereof, be 
punished by fine not exceeding one thousand dollars, or by im-
prisonment not exceeding five years, or by goth, according to. 
the nature and aggravation of the offence.3 
Although on paper the above statute provided ample protection, it was a 
difficult law to enforce~ Ships were often out of port for a long time, 
and frequently returned with different crews from those who had sailed 
forth in her. Even if the sailor succeeded in bringing a case of 
34Morison, The Maritime History of Massachusetts, p. 260. 
35nana, The Seaman's Friend, P• 194. 
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mistreatment to court, his chances of winning his case were pretty slim. 
The ship's officers usually had influential friends who were willing to 
testify to their good dispositions and character. The seamen, on the 
other hand, were usually coarse spoken and friendless. Many of the men 
who spoke in behalf of the officers were known as honest citizens and 
were completely sincere in the testimony they gave, for in his short 
periods ashore, a captain rarely displayed the tyrannical behavior he 
affected when at sea. The result of all this was that judges were so 
favorably impressed by the gentlemanly officers, that in spite of the 
testimony, they usual~ gave them light sentences.36 In a pamphlet en-
titled ucruelty to Seamen," Dana strongly protested the unfairness of 
many of the legal decisions. He was especia~ incensed at the leniency 
shown to Couch and Nichols, two officers from the ship Caravan from 
Newburyport. Although their victim, Henry Burr, died as a result of 
their inhuman treatment, the captain and mate were not convicted of man-
slaughter. Both men had friends who testified to their good characters 
although none of the men who spoke at court had ever been to sea with 
them. 
It having been stated that Couch was poor and had friends 
depending upon him, he was sentenced to thirty days imprison-
ment and one hundred dollars fine. His honor, then saying· that 
36officers in the Merchant Service, naturally, did not always 
accept this premise. John Codman, who had worked his way up to the 
quarter-deck, wrote an appeal to the Hon. Charles Sumner on the Conditions 
and Requirements of the American Mercantile Marine. He stated his opinion 
that ~Judges in accordance with that old maxim lthat the sailor is a poor 
ignorant creature? generally lean to the sailor • s side, and the sailor 
presumes on the leniency he is pretty sure to find.tt: John Codman, A 
Letter to Hon. Charles Sumner (Boston, 1860), p. 16. -
he wished to make their imprisonment as easy as possible, 
gave them their choice of jails, and they chose that in the 
tovrn of Newburyport, which is their home.37 
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Had Hen:cy Burr died inadvertently as a result of misjudgment on their 
part? On the contrar.r, the account of his trial indicates clearly the 
kind of abuse that a seaman could encounter at sea, and demonstrates why 
the writers of literature about the merchant service after 1820 were con-
cerned with the need for further protection for the common seaman. 
Henry Burr had shipped as cook, but being found unfit for that 
duty, had been required to serve as a regular seaman. Not understanding 
the proper methods of handling sails, he reefed the foretopsail incor-
rectly, whieh angered the officers • 
• • • the mate struck him twenty or thirty blows with the 
.foretop halyards, continued beating him until he fell down, 
and then stamped upon him, and left him lying upon deck. 
About three quarters of an hour afterwards, the men o.f the 
maintopsail yard heard mournful cries from the quarter-deck, 
and saw the captain beating Burr near the mizzen-mast. After 
the beating, Burr lay as if dead; and was lowered down into 
the forecastle b,y a rope. His .face and bead were bloody, and 
his mouth was filled with blood. The next dey- he spat blood, 
and was taken upon deck by order of the captain, placed upon 
a spar, and kept there throughout the d~ in the rain and cold 
(it being early in April and bad weather), until two or three 
hours after dark, when he was again lowered into the fore-
castle. Sometime during the night he died, being found dead 
in his berth b.r the morning watch. 
The district attorney then showed to the jury a piece of 
bamboo, upon which was fastened a sail-needle, projecting 
about three-fourths of an inch, and called several witnesses, 
· who testified that the captain and mate were in the daily 
habit of pricking the deceased with the instrument, in the 
· arms, legs, back, and thighs. • • • After Burr•s death his 
body was found badly marked by the needle and b.r cuts .from 
ropes. He was thrown overboard the morning after his death, 
37ru..chard Henry Dana, Jr., ttCruelty to Seamen: Case o.f Nichols 
and Couch,tt American Jurist (1839), p. 97. 
without any religious services. It also appeared that he 
had been kept at holystoning the decks, and that while so 
employed the cap~ain amused himself b.f throwing buckets of 
water over him.3 . 
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The captains of fiction seem almost kindly in contrast to the sadism of 
the two ~tgentlemen 1'= from Newburyport • 
. In William Starbuck Mayo's Kaloolah, a romantic. novel whose 
hero experiences a wide variety of adventures, kindly Captain Coffin 
recalls numerous officers that he had known who were typical of those 
criticized b.1 Dana. In an incident reminiscent of the case involving the 
officers of the ship Caravan, he relates how the captain forced the cook 
to sit on the boob,y hatch while he stuck forks in him. Although not also 
beaten like Henr,r Burr, the cook finally met his death when in despera-
tion he jumped overboard. On another ship, the captain and officers made 
certain that the sails were taken in with the greatest possible speed b.Y 
chasing the crew up into the rigging with hands pikes. 
Cooper was not the only person to suggest that the officers of 
ships should be gentlemen by both training and birth. As experienced sea-
men like Captain Johnston, who took a paternal interest in their men, 
began to be replaced by rough, uneducated men, many intelligent Americans 
became concerned about the future of the merchant service. Even Captain 
Codman, who felt that Dana and other writers had maligned ships• officers, 
believed that America must establish school-ships to train good officers. 
Otherwise, they will be made of such material as the fore-
castle now furnishes. The petty officers who come from 
thence, are often a disgrace to their stations. There is 
beginning to be some foundation for these stories of tttcruelty 
38nana, IRCruelty to Seaman," pp. 93-94. 
at sea1t; for, what can be expected from a forecastle bully 
when he gets upon the quarter-deck? The greatest tyrants 
of history emanated from the lowest ranks of the people; 
and so it is now, at sea. Discipline is disregarded, for 
the law which defined it has been abrogated through the 
exertions of mistaken and popularity-hunting philanthro-
pists. Now, brass knuckles, heavers, and handspikes take 
the place of such punisbmenj as was formerly allowable, 
though rarely administered. 9 
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William Starbuck Mayo, like Dana, whose works he may have read, 
was aware that the laws which had been passed to prot~ct the seamen from 
abuses were ineffective because the courts rarely gave the sailors a 
fair hearing. His kindly Captain Coffin remarked that the captains were 
never held responsible for trouble at sea. He had known inhumane cap-
tains, 
chaps who are always scraping and slushing the masts, setting 
up the rigging, getting out and getting in studding sails, or 
painting the ship's sides in a heavy seaway. And many of them 
are so mild and amiable on shore and before their owners, who 
have no idea of their barbarity, that you'd think 1~utter 
wouldn't melt in their mouths. tt If a mutiny occurs or a:rry kind 
of difficulty, and half a dozen heads are broken with marling 
LSiST spikes or c~Estan bars, ohl its all the fault of the 
rascally sailors.4 
39captain Godman clearly absolved the officers from much of the 
abuse heaped on them. He wrote: 1•I spoke o;f the enemies of sailors, and 
trust to make it sufficiently clear 1vho they are. There is an impression 
abroad, which, with most people, amotints to an absolute conviction that they 
are the captains and officers of ships. Ma.ey' years ago Mr. R. H. Dana 
(who it is to be hoped has grown wiser, since his necessities no longer 
compel him to be a sailor lawyer) published his "Two Years Before the 
Mast.'* Its circulation was immense, and so was its influence. The British 
Admiralty distributed it through their Navy, with motives, perhaps, not 
the most disinterested. The intention was to keep their men from joining 
the American merchant marine, where such barbarities were perpetrated as 
are therein recounted.11 John Godman, A Letter to Hon. Charles Sumner 
(Boston, 1860), p. 16. - -----
40william Starbuck Mayo, Kaloolah (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 
1897), p. 108. 
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Thus the seaman could do little more that patiently submit to his treat-
ment. His .fear of the courts was usually greater than his .fear o.f the 
captain, and he knew that little would be gained by a court fight anyway. 
Men like Dana were writing passionately to improve the legal status o.f 
seamen, but it would be a long time before things would drasticallY 
improve. 
At approximately the same time that Dana was making his single 
voyage before the mast, another young Harvard'gentlemanwas sharing the 
life o.f the common seamen. Nathaniel Ames intended to make a career in 
the naval profession, and he knew that the merchant service was the best 
place to gain the experience he_needed. Like Dana, he was appalled to 
discover how unfit to command some. of the officers in the merchant service 
were, and he added his voice to.the plea .for better treatment .for sailors. 
At the time he wrote most of his works, he had already served in both 
services and was able to compare life in the merchant marine with that 
o.f the navy. Dis~ipline was necessarily stric~ in the navy, but the 
officers had to abide by the rules set up under the Articles o.f War. 
Aboard a man-of-war, flogging was recognized as a necessity in the main-
taining o.f discipline, but it was circumscribed by laws. 
In a man of war punishment is necessary, and circumstances may 
and do. often occur where the safety o.f the ship and crew is 
compromised by the disorderly behavior of a few individuals, 
and where its infliction is indispensable to the preservation 
o.f discipline. But I have seen enough of punishments in 
.·merchant-men to convince me that in ninety-nine cases out o.f 
a hundred they seemed not only altogether unnecessary to the 
preservation o.f order, but their infliction resulted .from, 
and was governed by a capricious, revengeful or tyrannical 
disposition, or from a contemptible, childish and disgusting ~sh 
to imitate the necessarily severe discipline o.f a man o.f war.4~ 
41Nathaniel Ames, Nautical Reminiscences (Hartford: W. Marshall 
& Co., 1832), p. 71. 
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In spite of some inequities, a captain in the navy who treated his men 
too harshly and sadistical~would soon have been relieved of his com-
mand. In the merchant service, there was no such protection. In his 
Nautical Reminiscences, Ames recalled one of the emotionally immature 
captains he had known. 
I have seen the master of a merchantman flog his cook with the 
end of a five inch rope over the head, breast and shoulders 
till he dropped.down on deck; and for what, gentle reader, do 
you think such punishment, legally authorized of course, was 
inflicted? He had undoubte~ been detected in stealing, or 
was guilty of mutiny, or an attempt to set fire to the ship. 
· No such thing; ~~ tea-kettle was not boiled in season for the 
tyrant's supper. 
It is obvious that the position of cook was not enviable on a merchant 
ship. 
The practice of flogging was resented by most Americans as an 
infringement of their rights as free citizens. Other countries might 
find it necessar.y and desirable, for their crews had been brought up 
under the rules of force, but the men who had fought so hard to win their 
independence from England were not eager to give up their new found 
freedom so lightly. Thus during the generation immediately following the 
Revolution, there was little harsh punishment aboard American ships.43 
Ned :MYers, a typical American seaman, was scornful o:f the seamen of other 
countries who seemed to accept flogging as a natural part of ship disci-
pline. When Ned shipped aboard :the Dutch ship Stadtdael, an inexpert 
sailor who had been caught drinking was beaten with a rope b.1 the captain. 
42Ames, Reminiscences, p. 75. 
43t~ith officers thoroughly trained in the rudiments of their 
profession, and young, ambitious seamen culled from the most active element 
of a pushing race, it is no wonder that the Massachusetts marine achieved 
great things.u Morison, Maritime History of Massachusetts, p. 107. 
-. 
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Shortly after, the first mate beat him again for the same offence. When 
the second mate accosted him also, he jumped overboard and was drowned. 
While Ned MYers accepted flogging as a just means of punishment, he felt 
that no .American crew would have submitted to the unfair treatment ad-
ministered by the officers of the Stadtdael. 
I shall not pretend to say that this man did not deserve 
chastisement, or that the two mates were not ignorant of 
what had happened; but brutal treatment was so much in use 
on board this ship that the occurrence made.us five nearly 
desperate. I make no doubt a crew of Americans, who were 
thus treated~~_would have secured the officers and brought 
the ship in.L14 
In the days when Ned M;rers served before the mast, many American sailors 
would probably have agreed with him ·that if they were mistreated, they 
would secure the officers and bring the ship in, but when the economic 
conditions in America forced more young men to look to the sea for their 
livelihood, and the influx of foreign crew members lowered wages and 
conditions, the seamen found that once away from shore, there was little 
they could do to defend themselves against injustices. Legally the 
captain's power was aqsolute, and if the sailor attempted to show any 
ttrugged American independencetJr he soon learned to his sorrow that American 
laws and philosophy did not extend over the ocean. 
Charles Frederick Briggs, who sometimes signed his works with 
only the initials B. C. F., showed how thoroughly the sailor was trapped. 
If a sailor raise his hand in self defence against his superior 
in command, 1tis mutiny; if he is starved, he is not allowed 
the privilege of complaint; if he is overworked he can claim 
no extra pay; if he refuse to work, his pay is stopped. He 
may be ordered aloft at the peril of his life, ah, where death 
44cooper, Ned MYers, p. 223. 
would be certain, to save a bit of rope not worth a· shilling, 
and if he refuse to go, he can be put in irons and tried for 
a capital offence. The authority of a ship master, like that 
of a slave-owner, is too great not to be abused. It is not 
in human nature to resist the temptation to tyranny that our 
law holds out to ship-masters.45 
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Furthermore, Briggs pointed out that in. spite of all that the humanitarian 
societies had done to pass laws benefitting American seamen, the courts 
proved ineffectual when it came to enforcing them on the high seas. To 
protect the jobs of American seamen, a law had been passed which made the 
signing on of foreign crews illegal. In spite of this, captains continued 
to fill the forecastles with men from all parts of the world. Even after 
the passage of the legislation, Briggs found that his shipmates came from 
all over Europe. 
Every nation in Europe was represented in our forecastle: 
there were two Swedes, one Dane, one Norwegian, three Scotch, 
one Irish, one Prussian, one Pole, one Frenchman, one Welsh-
man, one Hanoverian, six English, one American, ley"S elf, and 
two English boys. Not a soul of them had been naturalized 
even; and yet our laws say that none but .Amer?-gan citizens 
shall serve as sailors on board of our ships.4 
The American who succeeded in winning a berth on a merchant ship 
was not to be envied, however, for long hours, wet clothing, unsanitary 
living conditions, mistreatment and punishment, ~og, and vice all took 
a heavy toll on the life of the average seaman. Life in the forecastle 
was often worse than the long hours of duty on deck. To be sure, there 
was some protection from the elements, but the men 1s sleeping quarters 
were dark and filthy. One seaman recalled: . 
45B. c. F., Working ! Passage; !!E_, Life on ! Liner (New York, 
1844)' p. 88. 
46Ibid., P• 83. 
The forecastle was a wretched hole. It was even with the 
ship's deok, a mere shelter from the rain, called a topgallant 
forecastle. The berths were merely rough boards looselY 
nailed together, and as the chain cable led directly through 
it, wannth and comfort were utter impossibilities, hawseholes 
would admit water in all weathers, when there was the least 
motion to the ship, and the bulk-head was too slight and 
rickety to keep out the wind.47 
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The type of men who shared these qparters were coarse, often 
quarrelsome, and sometimes vicious. At the same time they were super-
stitious and naive. Ashore their meager wages were soon spent on women 
and alcohol. The women usua~ proved dishonest and diseased, and the 
alcohol was of the cheapest variety. The men who kept the port taverns 
were not above cheating the sailors in order to make a little additional 
profit. 
John Cadman who had passed through every grade o£ seaman from 
ltthe hawse-hole to the quarter-deck1t' wrote o£ the miserable condition 
of the sailors in his attempt to enlighten Charles Sumner, who was in 
the process o£ framing a bill to protect seamen. 
I have said that sailors are chattels, bought and sold. They 
are infinitely more enslaved than the negroes of the South, 
for whom it is the interest of their masters to care. But 
what cares the landlord for the sailor, beyond his own im-
mediate purpose o£ gain? I:r discharged from his ship he is 
dragged into the landlord's den; or often worse still, is 
induced by him to desert and violate his obligations to pursue 
his voyage. He is kept for a few days, stupe.fied with li~or, 
and money enough given him for the indulgence of his brutal 
appetities. Then he is shipped on board a vessel of which he 
knows nothing, bound whither, he knows not, and awakes, often 
the victim of loathsome disease, in a strange forecastle, good 
for nothing to himself or to anyone else, finds a shirt and a 
pair of trousers and a plug of tobacco in his chest, the land-
lord having possession of the balance of his pay £or the last 
voyage, if anything was due to him, and of the two months t 
47B. c. F., Working! Passage, p. 20. 
advance for the present one. He curses his bad luck, and 
thinks perhaps that he has lost his money in a ftspree. tt But 
when the ship arrives at the next port, another landlord comes 
on board with a smile on his face and a bottle of rum in his 
hand, and. poor Jack is ensnared again, again cheated, drugged 
and sold--yes, sold--that is the word, and none other will 
apply. So he goe;-on through a miserable existence, till, 
worn out with intemperance, exposure and disease,.he dies; 
and may God have mercy on hi~ soul, for man never cares for 
that, or for his body here.4 
To be sure there were attempts to warn the sailors of the 
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dangers that awaited him ashore. Humanitarian organizations like the 
.American Tract Society wrote vivid and frightening accounts on the dangers 
of women, alcohol, and dishonest landlords. These tracts were distributed 
in the forecastles, and often constituted a large portion of the sailor•s 
reading matter. Like the old debates of medieval literature, these 
moral lessons often took the form of a discussion between two stock 
figures as in the following conversation between "Tom Starboard" and 
UJack Halyard.tr Tom is explaining the situation to Jack. 
UThe poor tar is welcomed and made much of as long as his 
pockets are well lined; but let them begin to lighten, and 
then the smiles begin to slacken off; and when the rhino is 
all gone, poor Jack, who was held up as such a great man, is 
frowned upon, and at last kicked out of doors; or if, mayhaps, 
they have let him run up a score, he is hastily shipped off, 
perhaps half naked, and the advance is grabbed by the hard-
hearted landlord, who made poor Jack worse than a brute with 
his maddening poison. Oh Jack, how ~ heart has bled at 
witnessing the cruel impositions p~acticed upon our poor 
brother sailors by these harpies.~9 
In spite of such warnings, landlords and crimps continued to 
.exercise their power over the seamen. The desire for alcohol was 
48codm.an, ! Letter to Hon • .Charles Sumner, p. 5. 
49seamen•s Narratives (New York: American .Tract Society, 1850), 
pp. 9-10. 
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stronger than words of warning, and there seemed little hope that the 
average seaman could ever succeed in improving his lot. The practice of 
bringing seamen aboard while still under the influence of alcohol was 
encouraged by captains although they sometimes found that the crimp had 
cheated them as well as the seamen. Often the captain would find that 
he had been left a dying man racked with pneumonia or tuberculosis. In 
Melville's Redburn there is a horrifying account of the depths to which 
a crimp would sink. The strange smell in the forecastle, which the men 
had attributed to stale bilge water and the dead rats left from the 
recent fumigation, is discovered to be emanating from one of the ndrunks'" 
left on a bunk. As the men gather around him rttwo threads of greenish 
.fire, like a .forked tongue, darted out between the lips: and in a 
moment; the cadaverous face was crawled over by a swarm of wormlike 
flames. 11r Horrified_, the superstitious seamen threw the body overboard, 
where it Utfell with abubble among the phosphorescent sparkles of the 
damp night sea, leaving a coruscating wake as it sank.~O Redburn 
learned to his horror that such occurrences were not unusual aboard 
merchant ships. Undoubtedly uthe man had been actually dead.when brought 
on board the ship; and that knowingly, and merely :for the sake of the 
month's adv~ce, paid into his hand upon the strength of the bill he 
presented, the body-snatching crimp had knowingly shipped a corpse on 
board of the Highlander, under the pretence of its being a live body in 
a drunken trance. rt51 
5~elville, Redburn, p. 236. 
51Ibid., P• 237. 
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This act which so horrified Redburn was not unusual after sea-
men ceased to do their own signing on. Redburn learned to his sorrow, 
after parting with his father's snuffbox in the hope of gaining a friend 
among the sailors, that the men who prepared the ship for sailing were 
~riggers~ who did not go to sea. Furthermore, ~shipping masterstt con-
tracted with the captain to get a certain size crew aboard by sailing 
time. Captain Godman pointed out the fraudulent practices of these 
shipping masters in the lengthY letter which he wrote to the Hon. Charles 
Sumner agitating for improvement of the laws governing shipping. 
The crew are then brought off in charge of a Brunner, tt and 
often hoisted in; not the crew.on which the captain cleared 
his ship--swearing falsely, as he is obliged by an absurd 
old law to do, that two thirds of his crew are Americans .. 
Not at all. It is a crew of blear-eyed drunkards--apologies 
for men--things, who perhaps have never been at sea, dragged 
out of a Five Points rum-hole and l.tShanghaed1" where men are 
scarce. Shall I tell you, with scarce the expectation that 
you will believe a statement that is nevertheless literally 
true, that in more than one instance dead bodies have been 
hoisted in and stowed away in the berths of the forecastle 
as merely dead drunk,.snd that for these corpses two months' 
advance has been paidJ~2 · 
Wracked with diseases, sweltering under tropical suns or 
freezing in the stormy blasts off the Horn, a seaman rarely su.rvi ved 
much beyond the age of forty. That· Nathaniel Ames was well aware of 
is seen in the description of one of his characters. 
Old Cuff, when I knew him, was just turned of forty, and 
was of course, of venerable standing; as it is, I presume, 
well known to ever,rbody that a sailor's life does not 
average much more than5forty years, from exposure, hard-ships, and privations. 3 
52oodman, ! Letter to Hon. Charles Sumner, pp. 7-8. 
53Nathaniel Ames, An Old Sailorts Yarns (New York: George 
Dearborn, 1835), P• 54. - --
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Dana too remarked on the short life of the average seaman, when twenty-
four years after his youthful sailing adventure, he returned to California. 
He wondered what had been the fate of the men who had sailed with him 
then. 
~ should I care for them--poor Kanakas and sailors, the 
refuse of civilization, the outlaws and bea·chcombers of the 
Pacific? Time and death seemed to transfigure them. Doubt-
less near~ all were dead; but how had they died, and where? 
In hospitals, in fever climes, in dens of vice, or falling 
from the mast, or dropping exhausted from the wreck--
UWhen for a moment, like a drop of rain, · 
He sinks into thy depths, with bubbling groan,-- r!
4 Without a grave, unknelled, uncoffined, and unknown. tD · 
A few seamen like Ned 1\trers might be fortunate enough to end their days 
in a sailor's home like Snug Harbor, where in spite of ill health and 
rheumatism, they could enjoy reminiscing with old cronies. Most of the 
seamen, however, sank lower and lower until like Melville ts Jaekson, they 
seemed to lose all trace of humanity. A character like Jackson could only 
have been created by a man who had spent many years at sea and who had 
seen men in the deepest depths of depravity. 
The literature prior to the publication of Herman Melville's 
Redburn had all been written by men who had seen only limited service in 
the merchant marine. Cooper was a boy w~en he made his voyage on the 
Sterling and Dana had not finished college when he sailed before the mast 
to California. Ames was still a young man when he left the mer~hant 
service to join the navy. Although Melville too deserted the merchant 
service after his single voyage on the packet St. Lawrence, it was to 
54Dana, Two Years Before the Mast, pp. 424-425. 
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enter the whaling fleet where conditions were even worse.55 Except for 
Ned &ers in which he wrote the actual narrative of a connnon seaman, and 
Jack Tier, the story of a seagoing villain, Cooper created mostly ideal-
ized seamen like the semi-autobiographic, high spirited young man of 
property, Miles Wallingford, or typical old salts like ~ng Tom and Moses 
Marble. Even Ned MWers was written in later years and reflected the 
attitudes of a reformed and penitant man. Neither Dana nor Ames had 
attempted to create complete po~raits of any of their shipmates. It 
remained for Melville to show what a lifetime of hardship and sin could 
do to a human being. Although the book is not strictly autobiographic, 
there is little doubt but that psychologically there is a close parallel 
between the character of Redburn and young Melville. Thus it is easy to 
imagine the horror with which his youthful eyes must have viewed a de-
generate being like Jackson. Jackson was a sick man who had experienced 
everything and had a diabolical cleverness in understanding human nature. 
It was impossible to tell how old this Jackson·was; for 
he had no beard, and no wrinkles, except .small crows-feet about 
the eyes. He might have seen thirty, or perhaps fifty years. 
But according to his own account, he had been to sea ever since 
he v1as eight years old, when he first went as a cabin-boy in 
an Indiaman, and ran away at Calcutta. And according to his 
55nwhalers 1 forecastles were more efficient schools of vice than 
reformatories. Brutality from officers to men was the rule. Many whaling 
skippers, who on shore passed as pious friends or churchmembers, were 
cold-blooded heartless fiends on the quarter-deck. Then, having made 
conditions such that no decent American would knowingly ship on a whaler; 
the blubber barons used the character of the crews they obtained as an 
argument for still harsher discipline. Men were hazed until they 
deserted, became cringing beasts, or mutinied. The ingenuity of whaling 
skippers in devising devilish punishments surpasses belief. rso Morison, 
The Maritime History .£! Massachusetts, p. 324. 
own account, too, he had passed through every kind of dissi-
pation and abandonment\in the worst parts of the world. He 
had served in Portugue~e slavers on the coast of Africa; and 
with a diabolical reli h used to tell of the middle-passage, 
where the slaves were towed, heel and point, like logs, and 
the suffocated and dea were unmanacled, and weeded out from 
the living every morni g, before washing dotm the decks; how 
he had been in a slavi schooner, which being chased by an 
English cruiser off Ca!· Verde, received three shots in her 
hull, which raked thro hand through a whole file of slaves, 
that were chained. 
He would tell. of lyi in Batavia during a fever, when his 
ship lost a man every few days, and hovr they went reeling 
ashore with the body, a~d got still more intoxicated b.r way 
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of precaution against t]$.e plague. He would talk of finding a 
·cobra-di-capello, or ho~ded snake, under his pillow in India, 
when he slept ashore th~re. He would talk of sailors being 
poisoned at Canton with \drugged rtshampoo, lll for the sake of 
their money; and of the !Malay ruffians, who stopped ships in 
the straits of Gaspar, jd always saved the captain for the 
last, so as tg make him oint out where the most valuable goods 
were stored. 5 , 
Jackson dominates the book as\ he.dominated the men in the forecastle. He 
is the living example of the aepths to which the common seamen could be 
driven by hardships and excesles. He was the humanitarian's proof of the 
need for legislative reform. Whether there was actually a human prototype 
of Jackson does not seem impo .tant. Although his evilness transcends 
humanity, he is still represe tative of the men who were crushed by the 
ways of the sea. 
Although Melville unroubtedly based Redburn on his own experi-
ences aboard the St. Lawrence,! the story is not strictly an autobiographY. 
Melville was actually twenty y~ars old,57 tall for his age, and had 
----5-~-e-l-n-"lle, Redburn, J. 54-55. 
57Although most of MelJille's ·biographers prior to 1947 accepted 
Raymond Weaver's assumption th t Redburn was actual autobiography, and 
that, therefore, Melville, like Wellingborough Redburn, was only seventeen 
previously worked as a bank clerk, teacher, and a farmhand. It seems 
likely that Melville delibeJately created Redburn as a young, under-
sized boy, aw~ from home fJr the first time, partly to increase the 
intensity of the situation d partly to prevent the narrative from 
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aping too closely Dana's Two Years Before the ~' which had been 
published shortly be;f.'ore and had been much admired by Melville. Probably 
the sensitive Melville expe enced many of the emotions of the young 
Redburn, although 1llldoubte, he took more care to conceal. them from his 
when he went to sea, later re~arch has proved that Melville was actually 
almost twenty. William H. Gi an in his doctoral dissertation, Melville's 
Early Life and Redburn, writt n in 1947 and subsequently published in 
1951, discovered from the o.f.f1.cial crew list of the St. Lawrence that 
Melville actually sailed in 1~39, not 1837 as previously believed. 
~ . 1'0 In The Melville Log also published"l951, Jay Leyda quoted a letter written by Melville 1 s ~other on June 1, 1839, which adds more 
weight to the theor,r that Mel~lle sailed in 1839. 
wtour letter of yesterdaj\ was received an. d preparation fore-
with commenced. Herman is happy but I think at heart he is 
rather agitated •. I can ardly believe it and cannot realize 
the truth of ~s going Lfic7 both ~ boys gone in one week. 
How uncertain and chang~ are all things here below--but no 
more of this or you will\ stop reading. I have put up all I 
had .for Herman that I th?ught would be useful, endeavour to 
secure for him everything within the range of his means that 
will make him comfortablt, write me where his vessel is bound, 
and the probable time of \his Sailing. 1t 
If further proof is needed Mr. Leyda also quotes from a notice 
which appeared in the New York American on the same date• 
UIFor Liverpool: the ship t .. Lawrence, Oliver P. Brotm, Master, 
will sail on Tuesday, and can take 50 or 100 bales cotton, if 
offered immediately--appl to Howland & Aspinwall, 55 South St. tt. 
Furthermore, Mr. Leyda has quot d from the crew list of the St. Lawrence 
which has as the. 12th name on t~e list: Norman fSi2_7 Melville, aged 19, 
height 5 .feet 8! inches, light complexion and brown hair. 
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shipmates. Melville's fictll.onalized story of life in the Highlander, as 
he named the ship in his bolk, does not sound too grim when compared with 
Dana's legalistic account o~ events in the sldp Cara:van or Ames's factual 
I 
pictures of life in the shi~s he had sailed in the merchant service. 
Although Captain Riga is he \ tily disliked by his. crew, including Redburn, 
he is not seriously sadistic or tyrannical. His one great fault is his 
enjoyment of high living. increase his personal profits, he would 
seize upon any excuse to cheat the men out of their share of wages. In 
this, he was no different f \m many captains in the merchant service. 
John R. Spears commented in history of whaling that the merchant 
service was as corrupt as the whaling fleet. 
At this time, when the recastle life was unendurable, ·the 
berth of the highest officer on the ship became something 
searce~worth seeking f9r in the latter part of the Golden 
Era (1854), when ships were bringing in on an average $16,000 
a year each, the captai~ were paid on an average an 
eighteenth, or about $90@. a year. The matter is worth re-
calling because the cust6m of robbing seamen was common 
throughout the merchant ~ervice, and had its inflygnce upon 
the loss of American pre4tige upon the high seas.~ 
Flogging, eonfineme ft~ and unnecessary punishment play little 
part in Redburn. burn absented himself from the ship for 
several days in Liverpool, the captain did not punish him, but merely . 
saw his absence as an opport ty to dock his pay. Apparently, Redburn 
was unacquainted wi.th Dana's dbook, The Seaman's Friend, for he made 
no reference to the rule clear stated in its pages. 
Yark: 
Even if the seaman shall ve clearly deserted without justi-
fiable cause, or absented elf more than forty-eight hours,-
yet if. he shall offer to r turn and do his duty, the master 
58John R. Spears, The S:ory of the New England Whalers (New 
The llacmillan Company, 122), p. 334:-
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must receive him, unless his previous conduct would justif,r 
a discharge. And if h~ is so received back, and does his. duty 
faithfully for the rest of the voyage, the forfeiture is 
considered as rem;tted~ and he is entitled to his wages for 
the whole voyage.59 
Still, even if Captain Riga as willing to profit 0y Redburn's innocence, 
the impression o£ a kindly, gentleman which Captain Riga gave 
to the men on shore was prob blY not altogether a false one. He was 
usuallY tolerant, and even w:. en the stealing by his immigrant passengers 
made it necessary for him to threaten flogging, when one of the passengers 
was proved guilty he did not carry out his threat, bat merely encased 
the guilty man in a barrel. The only whipping -which Redburn witnessed 
the whole time that he was a sea was the occasion when his · friend Harry 
Bolton, an inept young sailor refused to go aloft and unreeve the short 
signal halyards. Even then t e mate only laid 1'the rope once across his 
back, but l.ight:cy-.•60 Alth+ Redburn was infuriated and Harry eon-
sidered it a great insult, th~ officer was clearlY within his rights, for 
I 
when the law was passed in 18 0 which abolished flogging it contained the 
proviso U!it is not supposed t t under the term 'flogging' is included 
the use of force or chastiseme t, where necessary to secure the instant 
performance of duty in an exig ncy that admits of no delay, but that it 
includes only chastisement ~ he way ~ punishment, inflicted by 
stripes.n6l It was a mark of the leniency aboard the Highlander that 
Harry Bolton was never forced ~oft after that one occasion. 
____ 5_9_n_an_a_, The Seaman 1 s lend, P• 217. 
6~elville, Redb~, p.\ 247. 
6lnana, The Seaman's ~end, p. 192. 
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To be sure, the s ·1ors did not consider that they had been 
well treated, and when they reached their home port, they considered how 
to let the captain realize teir displeasure. 
Now, though Captain Ri a had not been guilty of any particu-
lar outrage against th sailors; yet, by a thousand small 
meannesses--such as in ,·rectly causing their allowance of 
bread and beef to be di~nished, without betraying any ap-
pearance of having any · clination that way, and without 
speaking to the sailors on the subject--by this, and kindred 
actions, I say, he had ontracted the cordial dislike of the 
whole ship t s company; 1d long since they had bestowed6upon him a name unmentionabl expressive of their contempt. 2 
Yet Redburn recognized that he captain had not been motivated by meanness. 
He was merely 0 a bachelor of expensive habits, and had run up large wine 
bills at the City Hotel. He could not afford to be munificent.n63 
Although Melville llowed in the tradition of Cooper, Ames, 
Dana, and Browne, he added a ew element which brought him closer to the 
writers of the twentieth cent ry ~ The mass of technical language with 
which Cooper had delighted in bewildering his readers is missing in 
Melville's novels. Neither is he concerned with the pedestrian daily 
account of life aboard ship w~ch had filled the factual narratives of 
Dana and Ames. For the first time Melville was concerned with giving ·the 
reader some psychological insi ht into the minds of the common seamen. 
No longer are the characters n atly divided into heroes and villains. 
Jackson may have been an evil lharacter with trthe most deep, subtle, 
infernal looking eyen ever lod~ed in a human head, but he is the best 
sailor in the vessel and there is something pitiful about a man so 
hopelessly diseased and degene ate. That Jackson might once have been 
62Melville, Redburn, p. 29~. 
63Ibid., p. 295. 
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capable of salvation is rev aled when a child stowaway is brought into 
the forecastle, for Uin sev.ral ways he at first befriended this boy; 
but the boy alws;vs shrunk :f~m hi.m; till, at last, stt111g by his conduct, 
Jackson spoke to him no mor ; and seemed to hate him, harmless as he was, 
along with all the rest of he world.~ Melville's repudiation of this 
last hope of saving Jackson reveals how completely he had deserted the 
formula of the sentimental \ovels. 
For the first tim~t crewmen are seen as human beings ·with all 
of the faults and virtues wbfch mark mankind. Although they may all seem 
wicked to the innocent Redb,n with their cursing and drinking, their 
rough exteriors often hid ki+ny or romantic hearts. Thus the. savage-
looking Greenlander offered ihe seasick boy some Jamaica spirits though 
he lmows it will be a long t~me before he can replenish his supply. 
There is Jack Blunt, who ~od~ed like a fat porpoise, standing on end,u6$ 
but who sings romantically of mermaids and assiduously rubs his hair with 
Trafalgar Oil_to restore its fark hue. It is he who studies the dream 
book and. foretells the f~ture t for he believes firmly in witchcraft and 
magic. Yet these naive; half~civilized men prove kinder than the officers 
and passengers. A purse is \qe up for their six year old stow-away on 
their arrival in Liverpool, 1te captain, officers, and the mysterious 
cabin passenger contributing eir best wishes, and the sailors and poor 




Redburn, pl 108. 
\ 85. 
6
'Ibid., p. 108. 
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Whatever their potential, the seamen could find little opportunity for 
improving themselves. Ashore, 1~andlords, bar-keepers, clothiers, crimps, 
and boarding-house lodgers, the land-sharks devour him, limb by limb; 
. while the land-rats and mice constantly nibble at his purse. n67 Even 
Redburn, who shuns his crewmates, realizes how little chance they have in 
life. 
Much is said of ameliorating the condition of sailors; but 
it must ever prove a most difficult endeavor, so long as.the 
antidote is given before the bane is removed. 
Consider, that, with the majority of them, the very ~act 
of their being sailors, argues a certain recklessness and 
sensualism of characte~, ignorance, and depravity; consider 
that they are generally friendless and alone in the world; or 
if they have friends and relatives, they are almost constantly 
beyond the reach of their good influences; consider that after 
the rigorous discipline, hard~hips, dangers, and privations of 
a voyage, they are set adrift in a foreign port, and exposed 
to a thousand enticements, which under the circumstances, would 
be hard even for virtue itself to withstand, unless virtue went 
about on crutches; consider that .b.r their very vocation they 
are shunned by the better classes of people, and cut off from 
all access to respectable and improving society; consider all 
this, and the reflecting mind must very soon perceive tha~the 
case of sailors, as a class, is not a very promising one. 
Religious tracts, temperance societies, the floating chapels, 
and the laws which the.humanitarian societies had succeeded in passing 
were not enough, and Melville realized that all society was to blame. 
Seamen could never better themselves as long as class distinctions proved 
that America was a democracy in theor,r only. The romanticism of Cooper 
and the popular novelists had caused a ~eaction which had been demonstrated 
in the factual accounts of Dana, .Ames, and Leech. Melville had drawn 
67'Melville, Redburn, p. 131. 
68• Ibid,, pp. 131-132. 
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together the two opposite poles of writing and ·succeeded in creating un-
forgettable seamen. Steam would soon render the sailing vessel obsolete 
except for a few cargoes and the Civil War would ruin trade, but novelists 
like Cooper and Melville had given the merehant seaman an important posi-
tion in our American literar.r heritage. 
CHAPTER III 
WHALERS AND SEALERS 
Then the Whale careered in the Sea, 
He floundered with flailing tail; 
Flourished and rollicked he, 
UAhaJ Mine EmperyJ 
For the Lord said, 'Let Whale BeJ ' 
And there Was WhaleJ tt 
--William Rose Benet 
Leviathanl Greatest monster of the deep--monarch of the 
element on which man can only trespass--yet before recorded history 
human beings were setting forth in frail, skin crafts to capture the 
mighty mamrnal.. ll though American seamen were .to become the leading 
whale htinters in the world during the nineteenth century, they were 
following a profession which their ancestors had established centuries 
before. Ever since Neolithic man first made rough drawings on stone, 
men have sought to record their whaling adventures. Undoubtedlr primi-
tive man bad learned the value of the whale as food and fuel from 
stranded whales that they found along the coast. The whale bones and 
articles made from whale products found in Stone Age sites bad always 
been attributed to these beached whales until the discovery of ancient 
rough drawings etched in the rock of some shallow caves in Norway. 
These /drawings? consist of a considerable series of rock 
engravings of contemporary date' displaying in remarkable 
detail a whole array of scenes, together with numerous 
esoteric signs, symbols and sketches that indicate beyond 
a shadow of a doubt that these intrepid neolithic seamen 
lo6 
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actually went out upon the waters and pursued the whale.1 
Furthermore, these pictures revealed that these men had not only hunted 
the sm~er whales, but had even gone after the vicious killer whale. 
Thus the history of man and the history of whaling have developed side 
by side. 
It is not necessary to follow in the footsteps of Melville's 
sub-sub-librarian and pick out all the random allusions to the whale in 
literature of earlier centuries. It should suffice to point out that 
the history of whaling is ancient indeed, and that writers have always 
been fascinated by·the excitement and adventure of the chase. 
When the first white men arrived in America, they found that 
the Indians already knew how to capture the right whales, which were 
plentiful off the coast of NeW England. Until 1712, the new settlers 
continued the practice of shore whaling, but in that ye~, Captain 
Christopher Hussey of Nantucket and his ct-ew were blown out to sea in a 
storm. There they saw and killed their first sperm whale. 2 Here was a 
prize l Led by the men of Nantucket, American seamen would henceforth 
pursue the whale around. the world--from the Arctic to Antarctica and from 
the Atlantic to the Pacific. 
As early as 1774, Edmund Burke in his speech to the English 
Parliament paid tribute to the New England whalers. J.. Ross Browne 
lrvan T. Sanderson, Follow the Whale (Boston: Little Brown & 
Company, 1956), p.. 17. This book contains an excellent account of the 
history of whaling in all parts of the world down through the ages. 
2John R. Spears, The Story of the New England Whalers (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1922), pp. 48=49-. - -
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later quoted from this speech to prove that even an Englishman in the 
days of increasing friction between the two nations could not help but 
admire the spirit and adventure of American whalingmen. 
Pass b.r the other parts, and look at the manner in which the 
New England people carry on the whale fishery. While we 
follow them among the trembling mountains o:f ice, and behold 
them penetrating into the deepest frozen recesses of Hudson's 
and Davis's Straits--while we are looking :for them beneath 
the Arctic circle, we hear that they have pierced into the 
opposite region o:f the polar cold--that they are at the an-
tipodes, and engaged under the frozen serpent of the south. 
Falkland Island, which seems too remote for the grasp of 
national ambition, is but a stage and restingplace :for their 
victorious industr,r. Nor is the equinoctial heat more dis-
couraging to them than the accumulated winter of both poles. 
We learn that, while some of them draw the line or strike the 
harpoon on the coast of Africa, others run the longitude, and 
pursue their gigantic game along the coast of Brazil. No sea 
but what is vexed with their :fisheries, no climate that is 
not witness of their toils.3 
The courage and skill learned by American countrymen aboard 
whaleships in every ocean on the globe llere to serve America in good 
stead when the conflict between England and the colonies :flared into 
open revolution. The man who had hunted small game in the American 
:forests in his youth and had learned to obey orders and face danger 
fearlessly pursuing the greatest creature in the ocean, would prove a 
courageous soldier. America owes her freedom to patriots like Herman 
Melville's Israel Potter. Israel had left his home in the country to 
seek his fortune at sea in the hopes of winning over the girl who had 
refused him. 
Other rovings ensued; until at last, entering on board a 
Nantucket ship, he hunted the leviathan off the Western 
3J. Ross Browne, Etchings of a Whaling Cruise (New York: Harper 
and Brothers, 1846), p. 524. ---
Islands and on the coast of Af'rica, for sixteen months; 
returning at length to Nantucket with a brimming hold. 
From that island he sailed again on another whaling va,yage, 
extending, this time into the great South Sea. There, 
promoted to be harpooner, Israel, whose eye and arm had been 
so improved by practice with his gun in the wilderness, now 
further intensified his aim, b:V darting the whale-lance; 
still,
4
unwittingly, preparing himself for the Bunker Hill 
rifle. 
109 
America soon forgot men like Israel who had been wounded in 
her defence. The braver.r and ability which characterized the patriot, 
however, wa~ part of the American vision of democratic individualism 
which became embodied in her frontiersmen and seamen. No more startling 
example of the best elements of the American adventurer existed than in 
the men of the whaling fleet. The dramatic conflict of a handful of 
men in an open boat pitting their courage and skill against the most 
formidable monster in the sea naturallY attracted American writers 
almost from the beginning of American literature. As Cooper remarked, 
ttFew things give a more exalted idea of the courage and ingenuity of the 
human race than to see adventurers set forth, in a mere shell, on the 
troubled waters of the open ocean, to· contend with and capture an 
animal the size of the whale. u6 
Two of the outstanding novels of the early days of whaling are 
Colonel Joseph Hart's novel of Nantucket whalers in pre-Revolutionary 
times, Miriam Coffin; or, The Whale Fisherman (1834), and James Fenimore 
Cooper's novel of two sealers in the 1820ts, The Sea Lions (1849). 
4He~ Melville, Israel Potter: His Fifty Years of Exile 
(New York! G. P. Putnam& Co., 1855), p. 22:'""" ·-
5James Fenimore Cooper, The Sea Lions; or, The Lost Sealers 
(New York: W~ A. Townsend and Company, 1860), PP• 171-172 •. 
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Sealing and whaling were closely allied, for ·ships usually were willing 
to fill their holds with either product, and the ships were often equipped 
to hunt either animal. Both Bart and Cooper wrote of the golden days 
before greed, foreign crews, and tyrannical officers had changed the 
· whaling voyage from an ex:ci ting if dangerous adventure to an unbearable 
hell which made men :willing to face the cannibals on a desert. island 
rather than remain on board for the return trip. The captains created 
by Bart and Cooper, however, took a paternal interest in their crews. 
The supply of local boys who wanted to go to sea was sufficient for a 
captain to handpick his crew and he felt a personal interest in their 
welfare. Jonathan Coleman, Captain of the Leviathan in Colonel Hart ts 
novel, represents this type of commander. He carefully supervised every 
step in the preparation of' his ship and the training of his men. 
He had, with constant assiduity, overlooked the storage 
of his provisions and his oil casks; picked his crew from 
the young and hardy men of the island; paid frequent visits 
to the forecastle, and pried, good naturedly, into the pre-
parations of the seamen; and, where it was necessary, g.ave 
them good advice for their future welfare~ and he sometimes 
insisted, pertinaciously, upon an additional flannel shirt. 
If means were lacking for a proper outfit, his hand and his 
purse were open to supply the purchase, either as a gift or 
as a loan. 
mnarn your skinsl said he, Ulyou must trust to an old whaler 
in these matters: there must be no grumbling on board my. 
ship--no shivering with cold--no short allowances: --I am 
determined you shall be comfortable. But markl --when we get 
upon whaling ground, every one must do his duty. I should 
almost be tempted to pitch a man into the sea, if I saw him 
blench, or even wink at danger. 6Plenty to eat, and plenty to drink--but no skulking my boys. tt . 
Whaling was an adventure, albeit a dangerous one, where a man could prove 
6colonel Joseph c. Hart, Miriam Coffin; or, The Whale fishermen 
(San Francisco: H. R. Coleman, 1872), P• 253. 
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himself. The Grampus, ill fated sister ship to the Leviathan, was sunk 
by a .whale. Young Starbuck was killed by a whale, and Harry Gardner was 
murdered by one of the crew. But there was a sense of shared enterprise, 
an esprit de corps, which helped make the American whaling industr.r the 
greatest in t~e world. 
In later years when Herman Melville was writing Moby-Dick he 
would remember Miriam Coffin. Not o~ did he quote from it in the list 
of authorities discovered by the ttsub-sub-librarian,m but he would 
remember the mate Starbuck and the prophecy foretelling his doqm. Charles 
.Anderson in Melville in the South Seas has suggested that Melville owed 
a great debt to Colonel Joseph Hart. 
The whaling voyage in Joseph Hart's stor.y occupies only two 
chapters, but it holds a genuine interest for the student of 
Melville. In the first place, the mate of the UGrampus 1~ is 
named Starbuck, the ver.r name that Melville gives to the 
mate of his ~quod.tt Again, before the ship sails for the 
Pacific, a half-breed squaw on ~antucket prophesies that 
Starbuck is to die in a whale's jaws; whereas in Moby-Dick, 
it will be remembered, Melville is told on the day wheilhe 
signs the ship's articles that rtthe old squaw Tistig, at 
Gayhead, said that the name [Of AJ:Ja'i! would somehorr prove 
prophetic. tt But it is in the climax of Miriam Coffin that 
we find the most pertinent analogy. Near the Galapagos, the 
boats lower after a school of whales. Starbuck, in spite of 
evil premonitions, enters a boat which ignores the school 
and sets out after the leader, a monster of bprodigious 
size.•.-: After leading them a tiresome chase, the whale sounds, 
only to come up under the boat and stave it in with his 
thrashing tail. In the consummation of this disaster Starbuck 
is thrown into the whale's jaws, where he perishes in .ful-
.fillment of the prophecy.7 
Furthermore, Anderson points out, the parallel continues in the climax of 
the episode. Thrashing in the throes of death, the whale throws itsel.f 
7charles R. Ariderson, Melville in the South Seas (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1939), p. 55.-- --
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dm~ on the ship sending her to the bottom. 
In contrast to the similarity in plot., the picture of life in 
the forecastle was to change considerably between the time of Hart and 
Melville. The feeling of sharing in a joint venture only continued 
until about 1830. After that time., whaling became less of an adventure 
.and more of an industry. 
One of the practices which helped foster the feeling of a 
shared enterprise in the whaling industry was an outgrowth of the early 
Nantucket partner system which had started in the d~s when men had 
little cash capital. Of necessity they had given the people who shared 
in the servicing of the ship--the builders, the coopers, the riggers., 
the merchants, and the sailors--each a certain share of the profits. 
This t~ayB system became the traditional method of payment on whalers, 
for it appealed to the democratic spirit and Yankee shrewdness of 
Americans., and was probably largely responsible for the success of the. 
Yankee industry., for under the tqayu system it behooved each man to do 
his best, since he was actually working for himself. ~ere European 
whalers of those days sharpened the eyes of the men on lookout by an 
application of the 'cat,• every member of the Nantucket crew felt the 
dignity and responsibility of an owner. 1118 Furthermore, it soon developed 
that the best whaling crews came from communities where the whole town 
took a deep interest in their successes. Cooper made this fact an im-
portant part of the background of The ~ Lions., for it was obvious that 
if the men aboard the Sea Lion had not had such courage, loyalty., and 
Bspears, The Story of the New England Whalers, p. 53. 
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team work, they could never have survived their long winter in Antarctica. 
It is as indispensible that a Whaler should possess a 
certain esprit de corps, as that a regiment, or a ship 
of war, should be animated b.1 its proper spirit. In the 
whaling communi ties, this spirit exists to an extent and 
in a degree that is wonderful, when one remembers the 
great expansion of this particular branch of trade within 
the last five-and-twenty years. It may be a little less-
ened of late, but of the time of which we are writing, or 
about the year 1820, there was scarce~ an individual who 
followed this particular calling out of the port of Sag 
Harbor, whose general standing on board ship was not as 
well known to all the women and girls of the place, as it 
was to his shipmates. Success in taking the whale was a 
thing that made itself fel~ in every fibre of the prosperity 
of the town; and it was just as natural that the single-
minded population of that part of Suffolk should regard the 
bold and skilful harpooner or lancer with favor, as it is for 
the belle at a watering-place to bestow her smiles on one o:f 
the young heroes of Contreras or Gherubusco. His peculiar 
merit, whether with the oar, lance or harpoon, is bruited 
about, as well as the number of whales he may have succeeded 
in ~ng fast to,n or those which he caused to "spout 
blood.~ It is true, that· the great extension of the trade 
within the last twenty years, by drawing so many from a 
distance into its pursuits, has in a degree lessened this 
local interest and local knowledge of character, but at the 
time of which we are about to write both were at their 
height, and Nantucket itself had not more of this Uintelli-
gence office~ prosperity, or more of the true whaling esprit 
de corps than were to be foJ!Ild in the district of country 
that surrounded Sag Harbor.~ 
Undoubtedly it was this same spirit which prompted the women of Nantucket 
to for.m a secret society in which they vowed never to marry a man until 
he had killed his first whale. In Miriam Goffin Colonel Hart used this 
custom as the motivating force behind his hero, Julius Imbert•s de-
cision to go to sea. Cooper later borrowed a similar situation for his 
novel The Crater. Whaling became the chief industry of the utopian 
community established on Vulcan1s Peak, a volcanic island in the Pacific. 
9cooper, ~Sea Lions, p. 15. 
n.:rt was, in fact, in this group that the custom originally obtained, 
which prohibited a young man from standing at the head of a dance who 
had not struck his fish, and not at Nantucket as has been erroneousely 
supposed.Ql.O 
After the War o.f 1812 whaling slowly began to change its charac-
ter. Embargoes and wars had threatened to ruin the industry, but when 
peace returned it brought with it the dawn of the industrial age. Whaling 
would cease to be a family or a connnunity activity, and would become the 
force which was to stabilize American economy. 
By the middle of the nineteenth century American whalers and 
sealers could be found in every ocean from the equator to the polar regions. 
It was they who first pushed through the ice floes to Antarctica giving 
America her claims to the continent.11 Cruises grew longer and longer in 
an everwidening search .for furs and for oil to light the lamps o.f the 
world. Tahiti, Hawaii, and the Canary Islands were regular ports o.f call 
for men from Nantucket, New Bedford, Sag Harbor, and New London. Some-
times these men were accompanied by their wives or children. According 
to Charles Olson in Call Me Ishmael, by 1846 at the height of the golden 
age, there were 735 out of 900 whaling vessels of all nations sailing 
under the .American flag. 12 It is peculiarly .fitting that Moby-Dick, 
1°James Fenimore Cooper, The Crater; or, Vulcan's Peak: A Tale 
of the Pacific (New York% W. A. TOWnsend andCompany-, 1B6I)";-p. lio~ 
llEdouard Stackpole, The Sea Hunters: The Great Age of Whaling 
(Philadelphia & New York: J.~ Lippincott Company, 19S3~p:-356. 
12charles Olson~ Call Me Ishmael: A Study of Melville (New Y.qrk: 
Grove Press, Inc., 1947J,-p:-19: - --
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sometimes hailed as the great American novel, should have used a whaler 
for its setting; for the courageous, self-reliant individual which the 
industry bred, the democratic lay system which gave every man a share in 
the enterprise, the economic importance of the oil and bone made whaling 
an integral part of nineteenth century history. 
James Fenimore Cooper•s novel, The Pilot, contains probablY the 
' --
earliest American fictional whaling scene. The action has no integral. 
connection with the plot except as a poorly motivated explanation of why 
Barnstable did not meet the Pilot at the appointed time. Although it is 
possible that Cooper inserted the scene because of his interest in 'whaling, . 
it seems highly probable that he was continuing his design of improving 
on the pattern already set by Scott.. Certainly he must have known that 
any American who knew anything about whaling could write more accurately 
about the harpooning of a whale than Scott•s description of the clumsy 
attempts to kill a stranded whale. After the animal had been fastened 
by the tail, he U.Was overwhelmed by all kinds of missiles: harpoons and 
spears flew against him on all sides, guns were fired, and each various 
means of annoyance plied which could excite him to exhaust his strength 
in useless rage.n13 In spite of all these endeavors, the whale made his 
escape. How scornful would Long Tom have been at such an amateurish 
demonstration! He was accustomed to killing a whale with a single dart 
of his harpoon. 
In Cooper's novel, Long Tom and his companion, Barnstable, can 
not resist giving chase to a whale which is sporting near their boat While 
13walter Scott, The Pirate (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1898), 
p. 178. ' ---
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they are waiting :for a signal :from the Pilot. Tom's experienced eye 
quickly identifies him as a right whale and the two men pull after him. 
Long Tom always has his harpoon handy. He quickly kills him, but they 
have to abandon him to the sharks when they are chased by a British 
vessel. This is most disheartening to Tom, who has the Yankee whaleman' s 
respect for the dollar value o:f the whale. Although he is an expert 
harpooner, his lay has always been small. As he reflects on the full 
value o:f the whale, he says sadly that 1"'it's enough to raise solemn 
thoughts in a Cape Poge Indian, to see an eighty-barrel whale devoured 
by shirks ffiic7- ... 'tis an aw.ful waste of property! I've seen the death 
o:f two hundred of the creaturs ffii£7, though it seems to keep the rations 
o:f poor old Tom as short as ever.rrl4 
In the scene which :follows, Cooper describes the ensuing :fight 
with the British as action paralleling the whale hunt. Old Tom describes 
the fight in his whaling idiom referring to the defeated ship as ttin a 
flurryltl and recommending that they quickly nstern all. m 
Even i:f it is agreed that Cooper used whaling in this early 
novel to show Scott how a seaman would have handled the scene, his otm 
interest in the profession led him to continue using whaling as a back-
ground for his later novels. Ih The Crater, Cooper makes the pursuit o:f 
the spermaceti whale the chief business o:f his ideal commonwealth when 
sandalwood became scarce. One o:f his reasons for making it part of his 
Utopian plans was the lay system, which gave everyone an interest in the 
undertaking. 
14James Fenimore Cooper, The Pilot, A Tale of the Sea (New York: 
W. A. Townsend and Company, 1859)-;p. 235. - - - - -
This feeling was kept up by the governor's letting it be 
officially known that each colonist should have one share~ 
or tf:J.ay1t as it was termed, in the expected cargo; which 
share, or 'flaytt was to be paid for in provisions. Those 
actually engaged in the business had as many ttlays tt as it 
was thought they could earn; the colony in its collected 
capacity had a certain number more in return for articles 
received from the public stores; and the governor, as 
miner of the vessels e~5oyed, received one-fifth of the 
whole cargo or cargoes.:, 
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The techniques employed in catching the whale, stripping it of 
its blanket of blubber, and trying it out are explained in detail~ and 
though in later years these facts were repeated in so many books~ both 
fiction and non-fiction, that the reiteration grows tiresome, at the 
time that Cooper published The Grater it was probably a source of new 
information for many of his readers. 
Cooper's interest in whaling techniques was not just that of an 
author looking for a new subject. In his biography of Cooper, Henry 
Boynton has told of Cooper's whaling ventures. In 1818, just before the 
discovery of the rich sealing grounds in the South Shetland Islands, 
Cooper, with the financial help of his cousin, Charles Thomas Dering, 
who invested one quarter of the cost, purchased and outfitted a 350 ton 
whaler, The Union. A crew of twenty men were engaged to sail her out of 
Sag Harbor, Long Island, on a two year voyage. It was a $10,000 gamble~ 
but it was highly successful. Each of three voyages which she made netted 
over $5,000 profit, and Cooper considered purchasing a second whaler. 
Although he himself only sailed as far as Newport on her, there is no 
question but that his sail must have reawakened in him memories of his 
old, happy days at sea. Perhaps he was aware of this when he concluded 
15crooper, The Grater, p. 395. 
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his novel The ~ Lions by having the heroine, Mary, convince her husband, 
Roswell Gardiner, to move west of Cayuga Lake. 
She had seen certain longings after the ocean, and seals, 
and whales, in her husband; and did not consider him safe 
so long as he could scent the odors of a salt marsh. There 
is delight in this fragrance that none can appreciate so 
thoroughly as those whp have enjoyed it in youthl it remains 
as long as human senses retain their faculties.l 
Certainly Cooper could understand Roswell Gardiner's feelings, for though 
henceforth his own seagoing experiences would be reduced to sailing his 
sloop out of Hallett's Cove, New York~and through the Hell Gate Bridge 
entrance to the East River, or an occasional sail with an old naval friend, 
moving to inland New York could never make him forget the exhilarating 
smell of the salt air. 
Perhaps Cooper used The Sea Lions to recapture the excitement 
which the sea always had held for him, for in no other sea novel does he 
display as much unity and attention to minute details. In spite of his 
digressions on religion, the healthful quality of cold baths, and the 
mercenary tendencies of Yankees, there is a unified plot in place of a 
picaresque series of incidents. His description of the fastening, the 
tow, and the capture of a whale rivals the explanations of Melville as 
do his digressions on the species and habits of whales. But what makes 
' the novel particularly eff~ctive are the characters of Roswell Gardiner 
and his men. Only a captain who had the loyal backing of his whole crew 
could have succeeded in sailing his small vessel to the very edge of 
.Antarctica, survived the c.old of the long winter months, rebuilt the parts 
of the ship which had been stripped to use for fuel, and sailed with a 
16cooper, The Sea 'Lions, p. 481. 
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hold full of sealskins the long journey back to Sag Harbor. At the 
outset of the vqyage the crew were inexperienced as seamen, but they 
had been selected wisely. 
Every man was a native American, and most of them be-
longed to old Suffolk. Thompson, and Flint, and Short, 
and Stimson, four capital fellows in their way, came from 
the main; the last, it was said, from as far east as 
Kennebunk. No matter; they were all reasonably young, 
hale, active fellows, with a promise of excellent service 
about every man of them. Livingston and Floyd were colored 
persons who bore the names of the two respectable families 
in which they or their progenitors had formerly been slaves. 
Weeks was accustomed to the sea,· and might have been rated 
indifferently as a carpenter or as a mariner. Mount and 
Mott, though shipped as landsmen, were a good deal accustomed 
to the water also, having passed each two seasons in coasters, 
though neither had ever yet been really outside, or seen 
blue water. 
It would not have been easy to give to the Sea Lion a 
more efficient crew; yet there was scarce a real seaman 
belonging to her--a man who could have been made a captain 
of the forecastle on board a frigate or a ship of the line. 
Eve!l Gar~er, the best man in his little craft in nearly 
every respect, was deficient in many at.taimnents that mark 
the thorough sea-dog. He would have been remarkable anywhere 
for personal activity, for courage, readiness, hardihood, and 
those qualities which render a man useful in the business to 
which he proper~ belonged; but he could hardly be termed a 
skillful leadsman, knew little of the finesse of his calling, 
and was wanting in that iR-and-in breeding which converts 
habit into an instinct, and causes the thorough s~aman to do 
the right thing, blow high or blow low, in the right way, and 
at the right moment. In all these respects, however, he was 
much the best man on board; and he was so superior to the 
rest as fully to command all their respect. Stimson was 
probably the next best seaman, after the master.l7 
It was just such crews that gave America the lead over all other nations 
engaged in the whale industry, for what these men lacked in seamanship, 
they compensated for in courage, ingenuity, and hardihood. It was the 
daring and resourcefulness of such untutored men that convinced nineteenth 
17cooper, The Sea Lions, p. 112. 
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centur,r writers that democratic America had the right to look with pride 
on the common man and to recognize the worth and dignity of the more 
humble professions. 
Of all the crewmen aboard the ~ Lion, Stephen Stimson is the 
most outstanding character. He is not onzy the means of bringing about 
Captain Gardiner's religious conversion, but it is his knowledge o£ 
wintering in an arctic climate which enables the men to survive. Like 
Long Tom, who had little use for the land except as a place to raise pro-
visions to stock ship'-s holds, Stimson is a thorough-going seaman. When 
Captain Gardiner tells him that there is no water on the moon, he is 
horror struck. A pious man, he feels that if God made it so, it must be 
right, but he can't help but wonder tllwb.at ~ they do for seafaring folks 
in the moon?ttl8 
Perhaps Stimson, a Kennebunk man, is too good to be entirely 
convincing, for like Long .Tom, he is apparently without fault. Both he 
and Long Tom are Cooper's good Yankees who compensate for the prejudiced 
view of New Englanders seen in Cooper's novels. The crewmen of the 
Vineyard~ Lion, the ship built as a replica of the Sag Harbor vessel, 
are probably more typical of the average seal hunters. As was shown in 
the characterization of Ithuel Bolt, Cooper was not overly £ond of Yankees, 
but though in The Sea Lions he emphasizes their rough, mercenar,y qualities, 
he does not fail to pay tribute to their courage and seamanship. Like 
their captain, the Vineyarders have unbounded enthusiasm. When their 
ship is trapped by ice and their situation appears hopeless, Daggett 
18cooper, The Sea Lions, p. 243. 
still speaks with confidence. 
Seven thousand miles from home. Alone, in an unknown sea, 
and uncertain of ever finding the place he sought, this 
man had picked his way among mountains and fields of ice, 
with perhaps less hesitation and reluctance than a dan~ 
would encounter the perils of a crossing when the streets 
were a little moistened by rain. Even then, with his 
vessel literally shelved on the ice, certain that she had 
been violently nipped, he was congratulating himself on 
reaching a sealing-ground from which he could never return 
without encountering all the same dangers over again.l9 
121 
Unfortunately their bravery was not always matched with prudence, common 
sense, or moral virtue. From their first arrival, the Vineyarders had 
proved a source of irritation to the Sag Harbor men. ·In their desire for 
profit, they wished to kill as many sea lions as possible, and chafed 
under the restrictions set by Captain Gardiner to prevent frightening the 
animals. For a while Daggett was able to keep his men under control, but 
when he broke his leg in a fall from a cliff, they qpic~ began the 
slaughter. 
Circumstances • • • were by no means favorable to giving 
Roswell the same influence over the Vineyard men as he 
possessed over his own crew. He was a young commander and 
this was his first voyage in that capacity, as all well knew; 
then there had been rivalry and competition between the two 
craftsr? which was a feeling not so easily removed; next, 
Macy Lthe mate7 felt, and even intimated, that he was the 
lawful commander of his own schooner in cases. in. which Daggett 
was disabled, and that the latter had no power to transfer him 
and his people to the authority of any other individual.20 
Undoubtedly much of the realism of The Sea Lions is the result 
of Cooper's following·factual narratives of voyages to Antarctica. He was 
obviously familiar with Edmund Fanning's Voyages Round the World. When 
19cooper, ~ Sea Lions, pp. 254-255. 
20Ibid., p. 278. 
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Captain James Sheffield and William Fanning sailed from Stonington, 
Connecticut, to the South Shetlands "it was pretended that whaling and 
not sealing was the object o.f the intended voyage, but the secret could 
not have been well kept. tt21 They were successful in skinning ll,OOO 
seals on this secret voyage, but the next year five vessels reached the 
islands. It has also been suggested that Cooper used Stimson as spokesman 
.for the information about life in the Antarctic that Cooper had learned 
from Wilkes Narrative of the United States Exploring Expedition, .for like 
Stimson, Wilkes had once spent a winter at Orange Harbor. But whatever 
debt Cooper owed to these earlier accounts, it was his abilit,r that 
turned the factual narratives into a novel o.f intrinsic worth. 
Whaling had become a popular subject long before Cooper had 
written The Sea Lions. Lewis Gaylord Clark, editor of The Knickerbocker, 
had done much to encourage the writing of whaling adventures. As early 
as 1834, he had published a whaling story entitled 11The Mutiny1t- by John 
W. Gould under the pseudonym o.f TtJack Garnet." Gould, or ttJack Garnet, n 
made little attempt to write a realistic tale. He was primari~ concerned 
with writing a short story o.f romance and adventure, and whaling lent it-
self naturally to such a plot. 
Life aboard a whaler, is life. There can be no harder service 
.than catching whale and, probab~, none more dangerous. But 
with all its dangers and hardships, there is a fascination in 
it, Which those only can conceive, who have felt it. There is 
something noble and inspiring in capturing this monster o.f the 
deep. This taming o.f Leviathan is a grand exemplification o.f 
21Foster Rhea Dulles, The Old China Trade (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1930), p. 92.- -
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the universality of the dominion of man. 22 
As Perry Miller pointed out in The Raven and~ VJhale, succeed-
ing issues of~ Knickerbocker reveal Clark's interest in whaling 
adventures .. 
Whalers, Clark soon recognized, had stories of their own, 
different from those of merchant seamen. Even Emerson as 
early as 1834, was told by a seaman in his coach about 
11Qld Tom, the invincible whale. ur .And so in Mey, 1839, 
Clark printed in the Knickerbocker a tale called 1tM:ocha 
Dick, or the White Whale of the Pacific: A Leaf from a 
Manuscript Journal.ur This was written by Jeremiah N. 
Reynolds, an ex~naval officer who in 1836 conducted a 
campaign for a government expedition to the Antarctic • •• 
He may have assisted Poe with the local color (mostly 
whiteS) in The Narrative~ Arthur Gordon~; Poe in his 
last ravings was understood to cry aloud '~eynoldsl"23 
But if Clark was responsible for introducing the public to the 
forerunner of Moby-Dick, he was even more directly concerned with the 
publication of a whaling classic which not only served as a source for 
parts of ~-Dick, but was an exciting naiTati ve on its ovm account. 
In 1846, Clark edited J. Ross Browne's Etchings of !!: Whaling 
Cruise and strongly urged him to publish it. Browne's narrative was 
primarily a plea to improve the condition of seamen engaged in the whale 
fishery. Conditions in the whaling fleet had deteriorated sadly since 
Cooper r s day. Edouard Stackpole, an outstanding authority on whaling, 
feels that the transition came between 1830 and 1835. 
No better illustration of the dividing line between the 
ttgolden age m of whaling and the "'age of gold m in whaling 
may be given than the difference between the crews of the 
22Jack Garnet, t!The Mutircr,tt Knickerbocker, IV (October, 1834), 
p. 278. 
23Perry Miner, The Raven and the Whale: The War of Words and 
Wits in the Era of Poe and Melville(New York: Harcourt, Brace and-
Company, 1956), P: 21. -
ships be~ore 1830 and after 1835. While the ~irst ~ull 
century o~ deep-sea whaling was characterized qy the 
quality o~ the experienced whalemen who captained, 
o~~icered and manned the ships, the period, after the 
~irst years o~ the 1830's, was marked by the i~lux o~ 
greenhorns, waterlront toughs, ~oreign adventurers and 
unsavory characters, who shipped to escape the law or a 
planned desertion. Too ~ew whaleships had o~~icers ~th 
patience enough to train such a heterogeneous crew. 2 
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A critical notice o~ Browne's book which appeared in The 
American Review in 1846 points out that his purpose .for writing Etchings 
o~ ~Whaling Cruise was similar to Dana's reason ~or writing Two Years 
Be.fore the Mast. 
------
The writer tells his narrative not merely ~or amusement but 
.for a purpose. He has, throughout the pleasantries o~ his 
wandering descriptions, like Dana, a design to show up the 
abuses o~ authority on the sea to which sailors are subject. 
Some o~ his censures are perhaps not quite reasonable, but 5 in the main he teaches some noteworthy and pai~ul lessons. 2 
For the ~irst time in American literature whaling was seen not as a ro-
mantic and glorious adventure, but as an industry where men were being 
exploited so that ships' owners could reap greater pro~its. Undoubtedly 
the book i~luenced Melville, ~or the same grievances were echoed in the 
pages o~ Omoo and Moby-Dick •. He would have whole-heartedly agreed with 
Brownets attitude toward the mistreatment o.f whaling men. 
There is no class o~ men in the world who are so unfair~ 
dealt with, so oppressed, so degraded, as the seamen Who 
man the vessels engaged in the American whale ~ishery. I 
do not speak ~rom rrr;r own limited experience alone. The 
testimony o~ every unprejudiced seaman with whom I have 
conversed on the subject establishes the truth o~ the 
assertion. Instead o.f being a monument to our glory, the 
condition o~ the oppressed class is a reproach to our 
2~douard Stackpole, The Sea Hunters, p. 470. 
25The American Review: ! Whig Journal IV (November, 1846), 
P• 540. 
countg--a disgrace to the age of civilization in which we 
live. 
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While Browne recognized that maQY of the problems faced by the 
whaling fleet were created by the number of foreign sailors in the fore-
castles, it seemed to him that such a situation was inevitable as long 
as the abuses practiced by owners and officers continued. It was his 
hope that if the public became aware of the situation, it might try to 
improve conditions. In this way the vicious cycle would be reversed, and 
enterprising young Americans would once again be induced to go to sea. 
With conditions as they were, it was not surprising that o~ the dregs 
of society willingly shipped on whalers. As Browne explained to the 
American public: 
American freemen are unwilling to subject themselves to a 
system of brutal tyranny. Abolish all these abuses, and 
Americans will man our vessels. There are thousands of 
enterprising young men in this country who would be glad 
to find employment in the whale fishery, if they could do 
so without becoming slaves. I speak now of the better 
class; for I freely confess a large proportion of the 
Americans who continue to seek refuge in that service are 
not of the most reputable character. It is the existence 
of the very evils complained of that furnish the excuse 
for oppression. Remove them, and the alleged necessity 
for this severity will be removed. While those gree~ 
comorants, who live, and gloat, and grow rich on the 
misery and degradation of their fellow creatures, are suffered 
to carry ·on their nefarious system in the very face of our 
laws, so long will these abuses exist.27 
Browne's first voyage on a whaler introduced him to the hard-
ships of a seaman's life. The ship ~ was aptly named, for life 
aboard her seemed to border hell. It was not so much the long hours and 
26Browne, Etchings of 2: Whaling Cruise, p. 504. 
27Ibid., p. 496. 
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hard work of the time on duty that was discouraging as the unbearable 
conditions in the forecastle. He recalled: 
After a day of horrors such as I had never spent before, 
we were permitted to go below for the night. Our condition 
was not improved b.r the change. The forecastle was black 
and sl.inly with filth, very small, and as hot as an oven. 
It was filled with a compound of foul air, smoke, sea~chests, 
soap-kegs, greasy pans, ~ainted meat, Portuguese ruffians, 
and sea-sick Americans.2 
The food, served in a common kid, was bad, although hard work 
and sea air soon gave the men an appetite which managed to make palatable 
their sparse meals. 
I had seen the time when my fastidious taste revolted at a 
piece of good wholesome bread without butter, and many a 
time had I lost a meal by discovering a fly on my plate. I 
was now glad enough to get a hard biscuit and a piece of 
greasy pork; and it did not all affect my appetite to see the 
mangled bodies of divers well-fed cockroaches in my molasses; 
indeed, I sometimes thought they gave it a rich flavor.29 
In later years, Browne's description of the condition of the food aboard 
whalers was verified by Captain Coffin in his An __ O_ld_ ;.;..S.;...ai.....;l;;..;o..;.;.r_' s_ Yarns, 
where he commented that he had often ttseen biscuit so lively that you had 
to stick a knife through 'em to the chest or they'd walk off in spite of 
you; but that was when they'd be a matter of three· years old.n30 
Perhaps the long stretches of time when whalers would be out 
of sight of land made the livestock a necessary part of the ship's pro-
visions in those days before refrigeration, but the men would not have 
complained too bitterly about the condition of the food if there had been 
28Browne, Etchings of ~ Whaling Cruise, p. 24. 
29Ibid., P• 109. 
30capt. R. F. Coffin, An Old Sailor's Yarns (New York: Funk & 
Wagnalls, 1884), p. 23. - --
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enough of it. In spite of the legislation which had been passed to 
protect seamen, 01~ers still tried to increase profits by cutting down 
on the crew's food allowance. Like Dana, Browne soon discovered that 
the law was rarely enforced once a ship was at sea. 
The law allows a certain proportion of wholesome food to 
each man. It must not be supposed, however, that there 
is any law at sea but the captain's word; for, notwith-
standing cases sometimes occur, in which seamen bring suit 
against the masters of vessels for refusing them legal 
allowance, it is but rarely they can sustain their com-
plaints by adequate proof. There is almost invariably 
some loop through which men of influence and wealth can 
escape. Besides, even should a suit of this kind be 
successful, what is there in a paltry fine to recompense 
a crew for two or three year•s starvation? The fact is, 
the law, so far as it regards abuses like this, is a mere 
burlesque; and the only sure way of obtaining redress is 
for the crew to take the matter into their own hands, and 
compel the captain to give them their proper allowance, or 
refuse duty altogether. This, unfortunately, is but poor 
satisfaction, after all, for the laws against mutiny are 
not so easily evaded. I should be far from advising such 
a course; though I believe it. to be the only one which will 
ever produce any effect. Put men to trouble and expense 
--touch their pockets, and they will begin to listen to 
reason and justice.31 · 
This is Browne's constant theme, for he felt that the average reader could 
not imagine the trap which encircled the common seaman. He especially 
blamed the common romances for giving a-false picture of life at sea. 
To some readers, who derive their ideas of things aboard 
ship from sea novels, in which the valor of the heroes 
consists in a heroic contemEt of all authority, and a super-
abundance of impertinence /one recalls the young hero o£ 
Cheever's Witch of the Wave,7 it may seem that to submit 
tamely to the overbearing bullying of a brute, without 
retort or resentment, shows a want of ma~ spirit. I 
would ask what is to be done in such cases? A man has no 
right to strike his commander, however well-justified he 
may be in so doing,- according to our notions of right and 
31Browne, Etchings of! Whaling Cruise, P• 147. 
wrong. Nor must he use language that can be termed inso-
lent or mutinous. This might do ashore, where one man can 
meet another upon equal terms; but it cannot be carried out 
at sea. If the captain can not manage Jack, the officers 
are ready to lend their aid; and, to 1I1Y thinking, it would 
be poor satisfaction to be seized up b.r main force and 
flogged like a negro.32 
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Browne had seen what could happen when a sailor tried to assert 
his independence. One of his fellow cre1~en had been termed insubordinate 
by the captain. He was put on a bread and water starvation diet and 
crowded into the narrow dark run of the ship for seven months. Browne 
is bitterly sarcastic when he tells of the captain's reception ashore 
when the living skeleton is released to tell his story. 
But this is an enlightened age, of course, it is not to be 
supposed such deeds of villany are suffered to go unpunished. 
A crime more atrocious than the foulest murder certainly 
demanded an appropriate punishment. Was the perpetrator of 
this outrage hung, then? it is asked. No. Was he compelled 
to yield up the proceeds of his voyage in reparation of the 
cruel wrong? Oh, nol there is no such law for the poor and 
the friendless. Redress, in a civilized age, must always be 
meted out according to the influence and standing of the 
party arraigned; otherwise it would be a disgusting relic of 
barbarism, not to be tolerated in a more advanced state of 
civilization.33 
Much of Browne's writing of the whaling vessels seems to echo 
Dana's picture of the merchant fleet. Undoubtedly he was familiar with 
Dana's efforts on behalf of the common seamen. Certainly he was familiar 
with Dana's ~ Years Before the Mast, for he told of later having as a 
passenger, Captain F-, whom Dana had described in his narrative as a 
nslab sided Quakern and whose boat he had contemptuously portrayed. 
32Browne, Etchings of ~'Whaling Cruise, p. 51. 
33Ibid., p. 490. 
A •spouter' we knew her to be, as soon as we saw her, by 
her cranes and boats, and by her stump topgallant masts, 
and a certain slovenly look to the sails, rigging, spars, 
and hull; and when we got on board we found everything to 
correspond--spouter fashion. She had a false deek, which 
was rough and oily, and cut up in every direction by the 
chimes of oil casks; the rigging was slack, and turning 
white, paint worn off the spars and blocks, clumsy seizings, 
straps without covers, and lttb.omeward-bound splicest• in every 
direction.34 · 
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Browne commented that Captain F- was much insulted by the passage in Two 
Years Before ~ Mast and reacted violently to the teasing of the crew. 
At last, unable to bear it any longer, he swore he would 
knock the first man down who alluded to the 11lvillanous 
libel,n and signified his intention of going to Boston as 
soon as the Rolla anchored in Salem harbor, hunt;ng up Mr. 
Dana, and giving him a most terrible thrashing.3.!:> 
But Browne's concern was not onl:y with the indignities suffered by the 
sailors in the forecastle; he was equally disturbed by the harm done by 
whaling captains on the islands of the Pacific. There is no question but 
that the natives were much better off before the white men anchored their 
ships in their. harbors. Tuberculosis, venereal diseases, and other 
illnesses of civilization killed or physically destroyed m~ of the 
savages, while the introduction of firearms proved fatal to many more. 
The reported treachery of the natives could not equal the cheating methods 
employed by 1'christian1t captains in. their trading. 
There has been more done to destroy the friendly feelings 
of the inhabitants of islands in the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans toward Americans, by the meanness and rascality of 
whaling captains, than all the missionaries 6and embassies from the United States can ever atone for.3 
34Richard Henry Dana, Two Years Before th~ Mast (New York: Random 
House, Inc., 1936), pp. 220-22y;-
35Browne,; Etchings of ~Whaling Cruise, p. 477. 
36Ibid., p. 263. 
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If the whalemen had to be constantly on guard against native attackers, 
they had on:cy- their own countrymen to blame. 
Melville was later to express the same opinion in~· He told 
how the captain and f'our sailors went ashore on one of' the islands to 
procure some English sailors who had escaped f'rom an .American whaling ship. 
They were returning empty handed when a number of' savages came down to 
the beach and urged them to return. The captain whipped out his pistol 
and f'ired into their midst, unnecessarily injuring one of them. Melville 
blamed the troubles with natives on these needless acts. 
Wanton acts of' craelty like this are not unusual on the 
part of' sea captains landing at islands comparatively un-
known. Even at the Pomatu group, but a day's sail f'rom 
Tahiti, the islanders coming down to the shore have several 
times been f'ired at b.Y trading schooners passing through 
their narrow channels; and this too as a mere amusement on 
the part of' the ruf'f'ians. 
Indeed, it is almost incredible, the light in which many 
sailors regard these naked heathens. They hardly consider 
them human. But it is a curious fact, that the more ignorant 
and degraded ~en are, the more contemptuously they look upon 
those whom they deem their inferiors.37 
When one considers the conditions so vividly described by Browne 
of the whale fishery-during the 1840ts, one wonders w~ any young man 
would have lef't the shore to face the hardships and dangers of a sailor's 
life. To be sure a period of economic depression f'orced some young men 
to seek employment wherever it could be f'ound, but the rapidly expanding 
West of'f'ered greater opportunities than the sea. Some green farm hands 
may have been lured from the country b.Y enticing advertisements, and young 
37Herman Melville, Omoo (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 
1924)' p. 21. 
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romantics who had read Marryat and Def'oe may have dreamed of' tropical. 
isles in distant seas. Still, considering the small lays and poor con-
ditions .. the native American was sure to f'ind on most whalers, one 
wonders what ever could have induced him to sign aboard. Ivan T. 
Sanderson in his book Follow ~ Whale has suggested that there is no 
logical explanation of' why men go to sea. 
The answer to this question is no clearer than that of'f'ered 
f'or the behavior of' the sperm whale. Perhaps Melville came 
closer to explaining both in his f'amous tale Moby-Dick, 
wherein men just went to sea by mistake and the whales kep~ 
bobbing up in odd places for no apparent r~e or reason.J 
Certainly there is no logical explanation of' why in the winter 
of' 1840, Herman Melville gave up his job as a countr.r school master and 
headed f'or New Bedf'ord to seek an outbound whaler. To be sure, his 
teaching career had already proved unsuccessf'ul, but his experience 
aboard the st. Lawrence had certainly revealed to him that his interests 
and temperament had little in common with ordinary seamen.39 Undoubtect:cy-
Melville was thinking of' himself' when he named the hero of' ~-Dick 
Ishmael, the outcast,4° so in his words we look f'or the clues to Melville's 
38sanderson, Follow the Whale, p. 264. 
39Herman Melville must have been f'ully aware that lif'e aboard a 
whaler was not easy. In 1835 his cousins Thomas W. Melville and Leonard 
Gansevoort had both joined the crews of whaling ships and had written 
home about the miserable conditions which they had f'ound. For f'urther 
inf'ormation on Melville's seaf'aring kinsmen see the chapter entitled 
nwhy Ishmael Went to Sea. tt Anderson, Melville in the South Seas, pp. 11-21 .. 
40rn 1849 Melville had written in the semi-autobiographic 
Redburn: tti f'ound myself' a sort of' Ishmael in the ship, without a 
single f'riend or companion; and I began to f'eel a hatred growing up in 
me against the whole crew. tt Herman Melville, Redburn: His First Voyage 
(New York: Doubleday&. Company, Inc., 1957), p:-b5:-- -
reasons for joining the crew of the Acushnet. 
Chief among these motives was the overwhelming idea of·the 
great whale himself. Such a portentious and mysterious 
monster roused all my curiosity. Then the wild and distant 
seas where he rolled his island bulk; the undeliverable, 
nameless perils of the whale; these, with all the attending 
marvels of a thousand Patagonian sights and sounds, helped 
to sway me to my wish. With other men, perhaps, such things 
would not have been inducements; but as for me, I am tormented 
with an everlasting itch for things remote. 1.~ love to sail 
forbidden seas and land on barbarous coasts.~ · 
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This lure of romantic, distant lands forms the basis for 
Melville's Typee and Omoo. Although purportedly writing of his own 
experiences, Melville did not scruple from borrowing from other writers 
or creating fictitious events. His knowledge of the sailors' lives in 
the crowded forecastles and the men he met there seems to be factually 
portrayed. In Typee, Melville explained that his decision to desert the 
Dolly at Nukuheva was the result of the mistreatment accorded the crew. 
The usage on board her was. tyrannical; the sick had been. 
inhumanly neglected; the provisions had been doled out in 
scanty allowance; and her cruises were unreasonably pro-
tracted. The captain was the author of these abuses; it was 
in vain to think that he would either remedy them, or alter 
his conduct, which was arbitrary and violent in the extreme. 
His prompt rep~ to all complaints and remonstrances was--the 
butt end of a handspike, so convincingly administered as 
effectually to silence the aggrieved party. 
To whom could we apply for redress? We had left both law 
and equity on the other side of the Cape; and unfortunately, 
with a very few exceptions, our crew was composed of a parcel 
of mean-spirited wretches, divided among themselves, and only 
united in endur~g without resistance the unmitigated tyranny 
of the captain. 42 
41Herm.an Melville, Moby-Dick (New York: Albert and Charles Boni, 
Inc., 1933), P• 5. --
42ner.man Melville, ttTypee,tt Selected Writings of Herman Melville 
(New York: Random House, 1952), p. 487. -
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Although Melville (or Tom as he ealls himself in the book) 
shared his adventures in the Typee valley with Richard Green, a fellow 
crewman, Toby (Green's fictional counterpart) is not a t:n>ical sailor 
cut off from civilization, for the handsome, moody Toby was as different 
from the ordinary seaman as Melville himself. In this ear:cy novel 
Melville was not as concerned with writing a sea story as he was interest-
ed in presenting a romanticized version of life among the cannibals of a 
South Seas isle. Melville's concept of the savages was thorough:cy 
Rousseauistic. He found them charming and naive. Jean Jacques Mayoux 
feels that Melville's attitude was like that of' European writers. 
Melville insisted on the documentary aspect of what he wrote, 
even though he often refreshed and, if need be, supplanted 
his memory through his reading. He thus builds up a generous 
description of' the life and c~ste.ms of this people, in line 
with liberal European thought from Montaigne to Di.derot, in 
the spirit of' the Aufklarung. The Typees are good savages, 
children without conscious morals, but nevertheless provided-
with an innate morality, a mutual respect for persons and 
goods--that is, the few objects which, excluding the earth and 
its fruits, make up their private property. There is no money 
on Typee, but there is abundance and fraternal love. As for 
the cannibalism, it is all nothing but the inventions of' 
missionaries crying wolf, siandering the civilizations they 
want to destroy. If, all the same, there is an occasional 
instance of' ca.rinibalism, this is not the result of perversity 
or refined gastronomic tastes, but a kind of' sacred vengeance. 
These are all rational, optimistic considerations, worthy of' 
the eighteenth century philosophers.43 
In spite of' the prudery of the .American public that forced 
Melville to suppress a burlesque episode of a native queen in undignified 
pose, most readers got a vicarious enjoyment from Melville's idyll. To 
be sure, some of the more nationalistic patriots resented Melville's 
43Jean Jacques Mayoux, Melville (New York: Grove Press Inc., 
1960), PP• 39-40. 
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attachment to the primitive isles. A lengthy article in an l846 copy of 
The American Review criticized sharp~ Melville's exaltation of the 
virtues of primitivism at the expense of the blessings of civilization. 
We take it for granted, as Mr. Melville has now reached home, 
that he is again dulY sensible of the great hardships and 
evils of civilization, and that he will hasten his return to 
the society he has so cleverly described in these volumes. 
The charming Fayaway--the simple-hearted trustful maiden whom 
he left weeping on the lone island shore--no doubt ~aits his 
return with tearful eye: and besides this allurement, a score 
of T,ypeean gourmands are also waiting, in the shade of lofty 
cocoa trees for their noon-day meal. How can Mr. Melville 
resist such temptations? If he does return, we can only express 
the hope, in the language of Sydney Smith to a missionary friend 
on his departure for New Zealand, that he m~ not disagree with 
the stomach of the man that eats him.44 
Although D. H. Lawrence in his psycho-analytic study of Melvillets 
reactions to cannibalism probably oversimplified the problem, there is no 
doubt but that Melville's mind was in constant conflict.45 Nevertheless, 
Melville's narrative may not have been as much of a self-revelation as a 
tYPical presentation of ttnoble savagestt in the eighteenth century tradi-
tion. 
Pleased with the popular reception the reading public had given 
his first novel, Melville quickly set about to write a sequel. Omoo 
continued his adventures after his escape from the valley of the Typee. 
The Julia, his fictionalized name for the Lucy~' was sadly undermanned; 
44The American Review III, (1846), p. 424. 
45tawrence had written rather extravagantly of Melville, ~en 
he real~ was home with Mother, he found it Purgatory. But Ty-pee must 
have been even worse than Purgatory, a soft hell, judging from the 
murderous frenzy which possessed him to escape. 
l"But once aboard the whaler that carried him from Nukuheva, 
he looked back and sighed for the Paradise he had just escaped from in 
such a fever.tt D. H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature 
(New York: Doubleday & Comp~, Inc., l951), p. 150. 
so her officers were happy to add Melville to their crew. 
The day they sailed out of Bydney Heads, the ship's company, 
all told, numbered some thirty-two souls; now, they mustered 
about twenty; the rest had deserted. Even the three junior 
mates who had headed the whaleboats were gone; and of the 
four harpooners, only one was left, a wild New Zealander, or 
UIMowreen as his countrymen are more commonly called in the 
Pacific. But this was not all. More than half' the seamen 
remaining were more or less unwell from a· long sojourn in a 
dissipated port; some of them whol~ unfit for duty, one or 
two dangerous]y ill, and the rest manag~ng to stand their 
watch though they could do but little .• Lt: 
Melville had not been long aboard before he understood the 
reasons for the desertions. The captain was complete~ incapable of 
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commanding a ship, leaving all the decisions to his mate, an irascible, 
hard-drinking man. The ship itself was old and dilapidated having been 
captured from the Yankees by the British in the War of·l812. 
The general aspect of the forecastle was dungeon-like 
and dingy in the extreme. In the first place, it was not 
five feet from deck to deck and even this space was en-
croached upon by two outlandish cross-timbers bracing the 
vessel, and by the sailors' chests, over which you must 
needs crawl in getting about. At meal-times, and especially 
when we indulged in after-dinner chat, we sat about the 
chests like a panel of tailors. 
In the middle of all were two square, wooden columns, 
denominated in marine architecture UBowsprit Bitts. ur They 
were about a foot apart, and between them, by a rusty chain, 
swung the forecastle lamp, burning day and night, and for-
ever casting two long black shadows. Lower down, between 
the bitts, was a locker or sailors• pantry, kept in abomin-
able disorder, and sometimes requiring a vigorous cleaning 
and fumigation. 
All over, the ship was in a most dilapidated condition, 
but in the forecastle it looked like the hollow of an old 
tree going to decay. In eve:ry direction the wood was damp 
and discoloured, and here and there soft and porous. More 
over, it was hacked and hewed without mercy, the cook 
frequently helping himself to splinters for kindling-wood 
46Herman Melville, Omoo, p. 6. 
from the bitts and beams. Overhead, every carline was 
sooty, and here and there deep holes were burned in them, 
a freak of some drunken sailors on a voyage long previous. 
From above, you entered by a plank with two cleets, 
slanting down from the scuttle, Which was a mere hole in 
the deck. There being no slide to draw over in case of 
emergency, the tarpaulin temporarily placed there was 
little protection from the spr~ heaved over the bows; so 
that in anything·of a breeze the place was miserably wet. 
In a squall, the water fairly poured down in sheets like 
a cascade, swashing about, and afterwards spirt;i~ up 
between the chests like the jets of a fountain.47 
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Added to these discomforts were the constant presence of rats 
and cockroaches. The men became accustomed to the former, but the cock-
roaches made their lives miserable, especially when they swarmed together 
which they did some part of every night. 
The first symptom was an unusual clustering and humming 
among the swarms lining the beams overhead, and the inside 
of the sleeping places. This was succeeded by a prodigious 
coming and going on the part of those living out of sight. 
Presently they all came forth; the larger sort racing over 
the chests and planks; winged monsters darting to and fro 
in the air; and the small fry buzzing in heaps almost in a 
state of fusion. 
On the first alarm, all who were able darted on deck; 
while some of the sick, who were too feeble, lay perfectly 
quiet--the distracted ve~n running over them at pleasure. 
The performance lasted some ten minutes, during which no 
hive ever hummed louder. Often it was lamented b,r us that 
the time of the visitation could never be predicted, it was 
liable to come upon us at any hour of the night, and what a 
relief it wa~ when it happened to fall in the early part of 
the evening.48 
Yet all of this might have been supportable if the provisions 
had not been so poor.49 
47Melville, Omoo, p. 34. 
48Ibid.' p. 35. 
49stories of horse meat being served to the crew were common on 
When opened, the barrels of pork looked as if preserved 
in iron rust, and diffused an odour like a stale ragout. 
The beef was worse yet; a mahogany-coloured fibrous sub-
stance, so tough and tasteless, that I almost believed 
the cook's story of a horse's hoof with the shoe on having 
been fished up out of the pickle of one o:f the casks. Nor 
was the biscuit much better; near~ all o:f it was broken 
into hard, little gunflints, honeycombed through and through, 
as i:f the worms usually infesting this article in long tropi-
cal voyages had, in boring a:fter nutriment, come out at the 
antipodes without :finding anything.50 
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With such conditions aboard the ship, it was not surprising that 
the mate, aware that many o:f the men were eager to jump ship, did. not want 
to bring the ship into the harbor at Tahiti when the captain became ill. 
· With judicious o:fficers the most unruly seaman can at sea 
be kept in some sort o:f subjection; but once get them within 
a cable's length of the land, and it is hard restraining 
them. . It is :for this reason that many South Sea whalemen 
do not come to anchor :for eighteen or twenty months on a 
stretch. When :fresh provisions are needed, they run for the 
nearest land--heave to eight or ten miles o:ff, and send a 
boat ashore to trade. The crew manning vessels like these 
are :for the most part villains o:f all nations and qyes, 
picked up in the lawless ports o:f the Spanish Main, and 
sailing vessels. Dana added a :footnote to his comments on :food aboard 
ship in Two Years Be:fore the Mast in which he stated that sailors o:ften 
addressed particularly tough pieces o:f bee:f with the :following verse. 
111Qld horse! old horse1 what brought you here'? 111 
liFrom Sacarap to Portland Pier 
I've carted stone this many a year; 
Till, killed by blows and sore abuse, 
They sal ted me down for sailors 1 use. 
The sailors they do me despise, 
They turn me over and damn my eyes, 
Cut o:ff my meat, and scrape my bones, 
And pitch me over to Davy Jones. til 
Dana also recounts an anecdote which he says he has heard on many ships 
of all nations o:f a bee:f dealer who had been convicted of selling old 
horse instead of bee:f, and was still confined in jail until he should 
eat the whole of it. 
--Dana, Two Years Before ~ Mast, p. 304. 
5~elville, Omoo, p. 60. 
among the savages of the islands. Like galley-slaves, they 
are only to be governed by scourges and chains. Their 
officers go among
5
them with dirk and pistol--concealed, but 
reaqy at a grasp. 1 
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Although~ gives· an excellent picture of life aboard a 
whaling ship, Melville had not real~ added any information about condi-
tions which had not previous~ been pointed out by Browne. The great 
literary contribution made by Melville was the characterization of the 
members of the crew. Although previously there had been a few whalemen 
in literature such as Cooper's Long Tom; Melville was the first to picture 
the men in the forecastle as individuals and to show their relationships 
to one another. 
Chief among the characters in Omoo is Dr. Long Ghost, a likeable 
rascal with whom Melville soon formed a close attachment. Although the 
ship's physician usually shared the officers' quarters, Dr. Long Ghost 
had moved into the forecastle after ending an argument over politics with 
a blow to the captain's jaw. Dr. Long Ghost had obviously been well born 
and educated, though his passion for narcotics and adventure had ostra-
cized him from his former society. 11His personal. appearance was remarkable. 
He was over six feet high--a tower of bones, with a complexion absolute~ 
colourless, fair hair, and a light unscrupulous gray eye, twinkling 
occasiona~ at the very devil of mischief.u52 Apparent~ it was this 
mischievousness as well as his learning and chess playing ability that 
attracted Melville, for he participated wholeheartedly in the doctor's 
practical jokes and escapades. Furthermore, his friendship proved in-
51Melville, Omoo, p. 11. 
52Ibid., p. 9. 
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valuable to Melville in his relations with the crew. The doctor had 
been hearti~ welcomed into the forecastle. '~s disgrace in the cabin 
o~ confirmed the good-will of the democracy in the forecastle; and 
they not o~ treated him in the most friend~ manner, but looked up to 
him with the utmost deference, besides laughing heartily at all his 
jokes.~3 As the doctor's friend, Melville too was accepted which ~ 
partly explain why some of Melville's best seamen characters are those 
in Omoo. 
There were many typical seamen in the forecastle of the Julia. 
There was nchips, rt the ship t s carpenter who was so ugly he was known by 
the cognomen of 11J3eauty. 11 His disposition was as ug~ as his :face and 
he was constantly at odds with Jermin, the mate. His refusal to report 
for duty and his contemptuous offer for Jermin to come into the fore-
castle after him caused Melville to add a sage observation. 
Here it must be remembered that, never mind what may be 
the provocation, no prudent officer ever dreams of entering 
a ship's forecastle on a hostile visit. If he wants to see 
anybody who happens to be there, and refuses to come up, 
why he must wait patiently until the sailor is willing. The 
reason is this. The place is ver,r dark: and nothing is 
easier than to knock one descending on the head, before he 
knows where he :b~, and a ver,r long while before he ever finds 
out who did it.-'4 - · 
Chips has a close friend, Bungs, the ship's cooper, with whom 
he grows quite convivial when the two gain access to the ship's liquor 
supp~. Bungs was a great admirer of Lord Nelson whom he firmly believed 
had lost a leg as well as an eye and an arm in battle. He often would 
53Melville, Omoo, p. 32. 
54Ibid.' p. 13. 
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hop up to Dunk, a good natured Dane, with his leg caught in his right 
arm and one eye shut. rtLook you~ Dunk,' says he, staggering about, and 
winking hard with one eye to keep the other shut, 1Look you; one man--
hang me, half a m.an--wi th one leg, one arm, one eye--hang me with only a 
piece of carcase [SiiJ, flogged your whole shabby nation. ttt55 To all this 
the Dane made no reply. 
There was also the awkward landsman, Rope Yarn, or Ropey. He 
was given all the dirtiest work, for Wnobody is so heartily despised as 
a pusillanimous, lazy, good-for-nothing land-lubber; a sailor has no 
bowels of compassion for him.w56 · Ropey was a miserable creature. llrA 
forlorn, stunted, hook-visaged mortal he was too; one of those whom you 
know at a glance to have been tried hard and long in the furnace of 
affliction. His face was an absolute puzzle; though sharp and sallow, 
it had neither the wrinkles of age nor the smoothness of youth; so that 
for the soul of me, I could hardly tell whether he was twenty-five or 
fifty.n57 Perhaps if he had lived longer and improved his seamanship, he 
might have become another Jackson, for there is something about his sallow, 
smooth countenance and miserable existence that is reminiscent of that 
hopeless dreg of humanity, but mercifully Ropey died at the sailor 
hospital at Towner and was buried ashore. 
There were other unforgettable seamen. Baltimore, the black 
cook, who was the butt of so many practical jokes, Flash Jack, who 
55Melville, Omoo, p. 51. 
56Ibid., P• 47. 
57Ibid., p. 48. 
constantly baits Ropey, Bembo, the Mowree harpooner, and Ben, the 
wricket-of-Leave Man,~ who was a practiced bruiser with a shady past. 
Although here, as always, Melville shows his awareness that, unlike the 
doctor and himself, these men are not the sons of gentlemen, he displays 
more sense of companionship and understanding of these common seamen 
than in any other of his works. 
But Melville was not content to remain just a sailor 'ti"ri ting 
of the wonders he had seen. In 1848 he published his third novel with 
a whaling background, Mardi. The opening pages depict life aboard a 
whaler in much the same way as Typee and Omoo. The hero is aboard the 
whaleship, Arcturian 1on its way to the Galapagos Islands, those dismal 
points of land that Melville was later to describe as the most desolate 
spot on earth. 
Cut by the Equator, they know not autumn and they know not 
spring; while already reduced to the lees of fire, ruin it-
self can work little more upon them. The showers refresh 
the deserts, but in these isles, rain never falls. Like 
split Syrian gourds, left withering in the sun, they :r58 cracked by an everlasting drought beneath a torrid sky. 
Melville did not picture life on the Arcturion as being as 
dismal as the conditions found on most whalers. The captains of the 
vessels in Typee and Omoo were harsh tyrants who had no interest in the 
welfare of their crews. Merrell·R. Davis in his interpretation of Mardi 
has commented that when tt-in Mardi we observe quite the opposite charac-
terization of the captain of the whaling ship, Arcturion, we may be fairly 
sure that Melville had a reason--a personal as well as an artistic 
5~elville, r'The Encantadas,tt Selected Writings, p. 5o. 
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one.r69 Mr. Davis has marshalled evidence included material uncovered 
by leading Melville scholars, Wilson Heflin and Jay Leyda, which indi-
cates that the descriptions in Mardi are based on Melville's own ex-
periences aboard the Nantucket whaler, Charles and Henry, where in 1842 
he served as boat steerer for six months. Captain John B. Coleman was 
a good captain and may well have been the model for the captain of the 
Arcturion. Although, as usual, Melville took many of the descriptions 
and incidents from his extensive readings in books such as Browne's 
Whaling Cruise, Benjamin Morrell's Voyages, Reynolds's Vgyage of the 
United States Frigate Potomac; and Bennett's Voyages,60 Melville probably 
conceived the original idea of writing a sequel to Omoo from his own 
experience. 
In Mardi, as in his previous novels, the hero once again finds 
himself separated spiritually from the rest of the crew, although he 
admits that the ttsailors were good fellows all, the half-score of pagans 
we had shipped at the islands ineluded.u6l To be sure, he has learned 
by now that the sailor is not governed as much by heartlessness and 
meanness as by ignorance, superstition, and practical necessity. When 
one of the seamen dies an~ his crewmates immediately seize his effects, 
he has come to understand their reasoning. 
59Merrell R. Davis, Melville's Mardi! ! Chartless Voyage (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1952), P• 49 
6°Proof that Melville purchased these books while working on 
Mardi is found in the Harper and Brothers• statement of accounts. See 
footnotes 7-9, Davis, Mardi, p. 51. 
61Herman Melville, Mardi: ! Chartless Voyage (New York: Albert 
and Charles Boni, Inc., 1933), p. 102. 
Better we than the captain. For b.r law, either scribbled 
or unscribbled, the e£fects of a mariner, dying on ship-
board, should be held in trust by that officer. But as 
sailors are mostly foundlings and castaways, and carry all 
their kith and kin in their arms and legs, there hardly 
ever appears any heir-at-law to claim their estate, seldom 
worth inheriting like Esterhazy's. Wherefore, the w.i.thdrawal 
of a dead manTs ~tu from the forecastle to the cabin is 
often held tantamount to its virtual appropriation by the 
captain. At any rate,
6
in small ships on long voyages such 
things have been done. 2 
This time, it is not mistreatment, but restlessness, which 
causes the hero to desert the ship accompanied on.Jy by his rtchUllliilY, tt 
the silent Jarl, a Viking from the Isle of Skye. For a while the narra-
tive continues as a maritime adventure story while he and Jarl take over 
a brigantine sailed by a Polynesian couple. After the death of the 
Polynesians, the two seamen abandon the ship and return to their. whale-
boat. From this point in the narrative, the sequel to Omoo ceases to be 
a typical sea tale and becomes an obscure allegory. The public who had 
enjoyed Melville's TYPee and Omoo were puzzled by the metaphysics of 
Mardi and turned to writers they could more readily comprehend. Mardi 
did nothing to enhance Melville's waning popularity. 
Meanwhile, certain stories and legends were becoming part of 
whaling lore. Many of these were recounted in William Starbuck Mayo's 
romantic novel Kaloolah, published the year after Mardi. Although not 
primarily about whaling, the author, like Cooper's Long Tom, could not 
forget his birthright. 
Descended on both sides of the house, from some of the 
earliest settlers of Nantucket, and more or less intimately 
related to the Coffins, the Folgers, the Macys, and the 
Starbucks of that adventurous population, it would seem 
62Melville, Mardi, P• 77 • 
that I have had a natural right to a roving disposition, 
and to a life of peril, privation, and vicissitude. Nearly 
all the male members of my family, for several generations, 
have been Ufollowers of the sea1t-: some of them in the calm 
and peaceful employment of the merchant service; others, 
and by far the greate~ number, in the more dangerous pursuit 
of the ocean monster.b3 
Many of the anecdotes which he proceeds to relate appear in 
other Nantucket accounts. 
One relative was wrecked upon a desert island of the Pacific, 
and supported life for months upon the eggs of the Penguin. 
Another--a Macy--was found floating upon a spar three days 
after his ship had foundered with all her crew. Still another 
was an officer of a ship which was struck and destroyed by an 
infuriated cachelot, whether by6~ccident or design remains a disputed point amongst whalers. 4 
The ship sunk by the whale was undoubtedly the Essex, and the villainous 
whale, in that case, was no other than the factual counterpart of 
Moby-Dick. 
Another relative claimed by Mayo was a b?atsteerer who fell 
into a whale's mouth when his boat was knocked over by the whale's huge 
flukes. 
After being in this terrible position for some time, he was 
released, picked up by another boat and carried on board, 
where, while preparations were making to amputate his crushed 
limb, he was asked -t~hat he thought of while in the whale's 
mouth." With the utmost sang froid and simplicity, he 
replied:. UWby I thought Siie"would yield about sixty barrelszn65 
While it is questionable if even a native Nantucketer could have kept 
quite as cool in such a predicament, there was surprisingly enough an 
actual event which occurred the same year as the publication of Kaloolah 
63w/illiam7 S/tarbuck7 Mayo, Kaloolah (New York: G. P. Putnam's 
Sons, 1887); p. i; - -
64Ibid., P• 2. 
65Ibid. 
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which closely paralleled the apocryphal tale, though there would hardly 
have been enough time between the event and the date of publication of 
Kaloolah to have allowed the author to have heard about it. Captain 
Albert Wood of Nantucket was mate of the ship Ploughboy out of New Bedford 
in 1849 when his boat was capsized by an injured whale. 
The next I knew he had swung his jaw between my legs & I 
found myself sitting astraddle of his jaw under water with 
his jaw closed holding me tight. While I was in that 
position he brought his fluke down across the stern of the 
boat killing the boatsteerer & at the same time let go of 
me so I swung clear of him & rose to the top of the water 
• • • He got a little way clear of the boat, I climbed up 
on to her bottom, when one of the boats sternad in as near 
as they dared to the whale, leying there fighting and 
spouting blood & I slid off the boat and swam out 12 or 15 
feet & got hold of the steering oar & hauled myself along 
to the boat & was taken aboard. After arriving on board 
ship my clothes were cut off & they found this hole with fat 
hanging out, here on my right side, where I had been straddle 
of his jaw. The inner part of my thigh was cut to the bone 
& a wggnd on my back about 4 in. long and another on my 
head. 
It is interesting to note that the next sentence in Captain Wood's account 
is ~he whale was captured and made 80 barrels & we have one of his 
teeth.h67 The whale's yield was important even to a severely wounded man. 
Since Mayo published Kaloolah soon after Melville had published 
Typee and Omoo, it was inevitable that critics should compare them. In 
his pref~ce to the 1849 fourth edition, Mayo denied having been influenced 
by Mel ville. 
It has frequently been the case among the numerous 
flattering notices, particularly those from the English 
66aeorge c. Wood, ed., In ! Sperm Whalers ~: An Episode in ~ 
Life .£!: Captain Albert~ of Nantucket, Mass. (Hanover, N.H.~ Friends 
of the Dartmouth Library, 1954), p. 16. 
67Ibid. 
press, with which Kaloolah has been received, that al-
lusions have been made to the works of a distinguished 
American writer, and the suggestion thrown out that it 
was intended to be of the class and character of Typee. 
The author himself can perceive no ver,y close resemblance 
in matter or manner; but whether there is a likeness or 
not, certain it is, that Kalg§lah was written before 
Typee issued from the press. 
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Mayo was undoubtedly telling the truth, for whaling had become 
a popular subject. The reading public had learned much about whaling 
methods and of the courage, skill, and industry required of those engaged 
.in the profession·through factual narratives such as Francis Allyn 
Olmsted 1 s Incidents of ~ Whaling V eyage ( 1841), Nathaniel Taylor's 
Antarctic Adventures (1858) and Nelson Haley•s Whale Hunt (original 
journal.l849-1853), which f~liarized readers with the accoutrements 
used in whaling, various methods of tqking whales, and the habits and 
physical characteristics of the great mammal itself. Hundreds of ships' 
logs and almost forgotten business accounts tell of the business of 
whaling, for as Charles Olson pointed out in Call Me Ishnael whatever hold 
whaling may· have had on the imagination, it was first of all a business 
enterprise. •tWhaling was production, as old as the colonies and, in 
capital and function, forerunner to a later America, with more relation 
to Socony than to clippers and the China trade.u69 
Melville recognized that whaling was not the degrading business 
that men thought it, but a great economic force. 
And, lastly, how comes it that we whalemen of America now 
outnumber all the rest of the banded whalemen in the world; 
sail a navy of upwards of seven hundred vessels; manned by 
6~ayo, Kaloolah, xii. 
69charles Olson, Call Me Ishmael, p. 18. 
eighteen thousand men; yearly consuming 4,ooo,ooo of 
dollars; the ships worth, at the time of sailing, 
$20,000,000; and every year importing into our harbors 
a well reaped harvest of $7,000,000. How comes all this, 
if there be not something puissant in whaling?70 
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So in 1850, Melville sat down to write his whaling saga. Not that his 
interest was in the economics nor even a tribute to the might of the 
monster, for the whale had alreaqy had its distinguished chroniclers. 
Who wrote the first account of our Leviathan? Who but· 
mighty Jobl And who composed the first narrative of a 
whaling-voyage'? Who, but no less a prince than Alfred, 
the great, who,. with his own royal pen, took down the 
words from Other, the Norwegian whale-hunter of those 
times J And who pronounced our glowirtg eulogy in 
Parliament? Who, but Edmund BurkeJ71 
Melville may have started to write Moby-Dick to show more of 
life in the forecastle of whalers and the thrills of the hunt. During 
the period that he was writing, however, he found new inspiration from 
two authors--Shakespeare and Hawthorne.72 His reading of Shakespeare 
gave him new insight into the souls of men; his friendship with Nathaniel 
Hawthorne created in him an intense personal excitement which inspired 
him to new heights. Allegory, which he had used rather awkwardly in 
Mardi, would be shaped into symbolism, but when the book was published 
in 1851 it did little to enhance his waning popularity. 
In Moby-Dick, Melville was not as concerned with creating common 
seamen as he was with building a superman. Captain Ahab is the dominating 
7~elville, Moby-Dick, P• 96. 
71Ibid., .PP• 97-98. 
72see the chapter entitled ttShakespeare, or the discovery of 
Moby-Dick, 11 Olson, Call Me Ishmael, pp. 35-40. 
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force. Charles Olson, a scholar of Melville, has pointed out that the 
crewmen on the Pequod are members of a 111scieated industry. tt 
THE TRICK--then as now: 
reduce labor costs lower than worker's efficiency--
during the 1840's and •50's it cost the Oliners 15¢ 
to 30¢ a day to feed each crew member 
combine inefficient workers aqd such costs by main-
taining lowest wages and miserable working conditions 
--vide Typee, early chps., and Omoo, same. 
THE RESULT: by the 1840's the crews were the bottom of 
all nations and all races. Of the 18,000 men one-half 
ranked as green bands and more ·than two-thirds deserted 
every voyage. 73 
The factory system had come in as early as 1820 and though the old ideals 
and practices continued for another decade, whaling began to be a part of 
the great capitalistic movement. As Olson explained, 
Don't think whaling was a~ different from a~ other 
American industry. The first men in it, the leaders, 
explorers, were WORKERS. The money and the glory came 
later, on top with the exploiters. And the force went 
down, stayed where it always does, at the underpaid 
bottom. Where the worker is after the leader is gone.74 
As in the other industries, eventually there was only a skeleton force 
of experienced foremen, while the bulk of the work was done by unskilled 
workers. 
As Morison pointed out, whaling soon became "big business. 11 
By 1840 half a million gallons of sperm-oil, four and a 
half million of whale-oil, and two million pounds of 
bone were exported from the United States. Whaling and 
the manufacture of whaling products became the leading 
industry in Massachusetts after shoes and cottons, and 
73olson, Call Me Ishmael, p. 21. 
74Ibid. 
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provided commerce with an important export medium. 75 
As always in big business, the success of the enterprise could only be 
measured by profits, and whaling captains and ships' owners soon worked 
out a system for exploiting the 11green hands.ll 
Whaling skippers had been proverbial for cruelty and whale-
ship owners for extortion, since Colonial days; but the 
generation of 1830-1860 surpassed its forbears. The old 
'lay' system it will be remembered, gave each whaleman a 
fractional share of the proceeds of the voyage. On paper, 
this sounds so .fair and just that a gullible economic 
historian has called it "the best cooperation of capital, 
capitalizer, and laborer ever accomplished.u Yet by 1830, 
if not earlier, this cooperatiog had been perverted into 
a foul system of exploitation.7 
Morison goes on to explain how the system worked in actuality. An in-
experienced seaman might get a lay of not more than one one hundred and 
fiftieth or even one two hundredths of the profits. The captain could 
trim this already minute sum still more by outfitting the sailor in 
advance at exhorbitant rates, and then when the cheaply-made clothes 
wore out, he would charge the sailor high rates for replacements from 
· the ttslop chest. •• Tobacco ·and the sailor • s share of the cost of the 
medicine chest were added to the bill; so the sailor was luck,y if he 
could finish the cruise without ending up in debt to the captain. 
The use of green hands may not have been altogether from 
necessity. Charles Nordhoff in his book Whaling and Fishing published 
in 1856 has suggested that captains often preferred green crew members. 
Frequent loss has taught them to regard the fickle-minded 
sailor with a large degree of aversion, and to cherish a 
75samuel Morison, Maritime History of Massachusetts (Boston: 
Houghton :r1j_fflin Company, 1941), PP• 317-3i8." 
76Ibid., p. 319. 
corresponding degree of good feeling toward ever.r degree 
and kind of verdancy, from that of the farmer boy, to that 
no less evident, of the counter jumper.77 
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He was aware, however, of the problem of crews deserting their ships. 
Not one whaleship in fifty brings home from a three years' 
cruise the crew which took her out. Few young men are 
satisfied with the monotonous life of a whaleman, and 
fewer yet are proof against the seductions of the shore, 
when visiting it, as we were now, after eleven months 
of hard fare and privation. So that most of·those who 
complete the voyage, (here of course I speak of the 
forecastle hands), do so not from choice, but because 
the vigilance of the captain,· or their own ignorance and 
poverty of resources, has rendered their escape impossi-
ble. Nothing is more common in a whaleship's forecastle 
than to hear the crew, even at an advanced stage of the 
voyage, speak of their hopes to escape at the next port.78 
Melville was conscious that by the time of Mogr-Dick the fore-
castles of most whalers contained few Americans. His sailors represent 
many nations of the world. Only the officers are American born. 
As for the residue of the Pequod's oompa~, be it said, 
that at the present day not one in two of the ma~ 
thousand men before the mast employe~ in the American 
whale fishery are American born, though pretty nearly 
all the officers are.- • • No small number of these whaling 
seamen belong to the Azores, where the outward bound 
Nantucket whalers frequently touch to augment their crews 
from the harqy peasants of those rocky shores. • • How it 
is, there is no telling, but Islanders seem to make the 
best whalemen. They were nearly all Islanders in the 
Pequod. Isolatoes too, I call such, not acknowledging 
the common continent of men, but each Isolate living on 
a separate continent of his own. Yet now, federated along 
one keel, what a set these Isolatoes werel An Anacharsis 
Clootz deputation from all the isles of the sea, and all 
the ends of the earth, accompanying Old Ahab in the Pequod 
to 1~ the world's grievances before that bar from which 
77 Charles Nordhoff, Whaling and Fishing (Cincinnati: Morre, 
Wilstack, Keys & Co., 1856),pp. 18-1~ 
78Th· d 235 ~., p. • 
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not very many of them ever came back.79 
Ahab is masterful in welding such a group into· one by the use of.mob 
psychology. As he nails a gold piece to the mast for the man who first 
spots Moqy-Dick, he puts the men through a ritual. 
1'W'b.at do you do when ye see a whale, men?tr. 
ttSing out for hiroFt was the impulsive rejoinder from a 
score of clubbed voices. 
1•GoodJU! cried Ahab, with a wild approval in his. tones; 
observing the hearty animation into which his unexpected 
question had so magnetically thrown them. 
tt.And what do ye next, men?tt 
tiLower away, and after himl rr 
•~.And what tune is it ye pull to,. men? 1t 
1t.A dead whale or a stove boat J ttOO 
The ritual and the shining doubloon have an almost hypnotic effect on the 
men who forswear their own interests to follow Ahab on his fanatical 
quest. Perhaps their share of the lay was so small, they preferred the 
tangible gold piece. 
In 1851 when Melville published his whaling saga, the industry 
was alreaqy showing signs of decline. Each year after, fewer vessels 
sailed from American ports. 
The forewarning came in the slump of 1857, the real, blow · 
in the discovery of petroleum in 1859, and the coup de 
grace in the form of the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861. 
The effects of the discovery of petroleum emerged only 
slowly as adverse factors in the whale-oil industry because 
the §1velopment was cloaked by the hysteria of the Civil 
War. 
For a long while Ame!icans refused to recognize that whaling could not be 
carried on in the same fashion that it had been for years. They were 
79Melville, ~-Dick, pp. 105-lo6. 
80ibid.' p. 142. 
8lsanderson, Follow the Whale, p. 253. 
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slow to adopt the harpoon gun, which gave the Norwegians a tremendous 
advantage in the killing of the whale. 11iWbile the British and Norwegians 
were perfecting the steam chaser and even experimenting with the factory 
ship, the Americans were indulging in ridiculous experiments with four-
thousand-ton wooden sailing ships and monstrosities with twelve masts. •~82 
Of the bluff bowed whaling ships which had once sailed around the Horn, 
sixteen were destroyed b.r the North during the Civil War in a futile 
attempt to blockade the harbor at Charleston, South Carolina. Loaded 
with granite, they were sunk at the harbor's mouth. Melville's unhappi-
ness was expressed in a poem commemorating the Stone Fleet~ 
To scuttle them--a pirate deed--
Sack them, and dismast; 
They sunk so slow, they died so hard, 
But gurgling dropped at last. 
Their ghosts in gales repeat 
Woe's us, Stone Fleetl 
And all for naught. The waters pass--
Currents will have their way; 
Nature is nobodyts ally; 1tis well; 
The harbor is bettered--will stay. 
A failure, and complete 
Was your Old Stone Fleet.83 
But if the whaling industry, like the Pequod and the Stone Fleet, 
was doomed to failure, it had played a vital part in the history of 
America. Jean Jacques Mayoux in his book on Melville has emphasized the 
fact that Melville wanted his readers to underst~nd that ~-Dick was 
not meant to be just a 1llwhaling yarn :viewed from the forecastle 1 1" but a 
subject to be treated with proper respect. 
82sanderson, Follow the Whale, p. 260. 
83Herman Melville, "The Stone Fleet, tt Collected Poems (Chicago: 
Packard and Company, 1947), p. 17. 
If he affirms that the whale which has haunted men's 
imagination throughout the ages, a t.ype and symbol of 
the mystery of nature and the world, is not unworthy of 
the cultured man's attention, he implies on the other 
hand that culture is perhaps not a sufficient tool for 
grasping the magnitude of the whale.e4 
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And if the hunted could be proved a worthy subject, how much more im-
pressive were the hunters who dared to set forth on -qnknown waters and 
abide by the song that they pulled to--tta dead whale or a stove boat.n 
B4Mayoux, Melville, P• 72. 
4! 
CHAPTER IV 
THE UNITED STATES NAVY 
It is a strong proof of the diffuse tendency of everything 
in this country that America never yet collected a fleet. 
Nothing is wanting to this display of power but the will. 
But a fleet requires only one commander, and a feeling is 
fast spreading in the countr,y that we ought to be all com-
manders; unless the spirit of unconstitutional innovation 
and usurpation that is now so prevalent at Washington be 
controlled, we may expect to hear of proposals to send a 
committee of Congress to sea, in command of a squadron.l 
James Fenimore Cooperts novels were often used as vehicles for 
his political opinions, and these bitter words from The ~Admirals 
reflect his despair of ever having a powerful American Navy under a 
strong chain of command. Many of his countrymen shared his apprehensions. 
As early as 1794, Gouverneur Morris had written to Secretar,y of State 
Randolph on the need for a stronger navy. 
·We could now maintain twelve ships-of-the-line, perhaps 
twenty, with a due proportion of frigates and smaller 
vessels. And I am tolerably certain that, while the 
United States of America pursues a just and liberal conduct, 
with twenty sail-of-~-line at ~' no nation on earth will 
dare to insult them. I believe also, that, not to mention 
individual losses, five years of war would involve more 
national expense than the support of a navy for twenty years. 
One thing I am thoroughly convinced of, that if we do not 
render ourselves respectable, we shall continue to be insulted.2 
1James Fenimore Cooper, The Two Admirals (New York: W. A. 
Townsend and Company, 1861), p. 5:- -
2captain Alfred T. Mahan, Sea Power in its Relations to the~ 
of 1812 I (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1919), pp. 71-72. 
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A half century later, when the War· of 1812 was an event of the past, 
Cooper was to c onfi.rm this opinion in his novel, Miles Wallingford. 
As for America, she was cursed with the cant of economy--
an evil that is apt to produce as many bad consequences as 
the opposite vice extravagance. The money paid as interest 
on the sums expended in the War of 1812 might have maintained 
a navy that would have caused both belligerents to respect 
her rights, and thereby saved the principal entirely, to say 
nothing of all the other immense losses dependent on an 
interrupted trade.3 
Having served as a commissioned officer in the NavY from 1808 
to 1811, Cooper.maintained a lifelong interest in America's fleet. His 
two volumed History of the Navy contained not only a record of the forma-
tion and development of the .American Navy, but it suggested also ways in 
which he thought naval practices might be improved. However, The Two 
Admirals, his one novel completely devoted to the subject of naval life, 
concerns the British Navy, which he felt had a far better system of 
leadership and promotion.4 The hero, wycherlywychecome, is a young 
3James Fenimore· Cooper, Miles Wallingford (New York: W. A. 
Townsend and. Company, 1861), p. 181. . 
4Herman Melville ~other navy man, was in complete agreement 
with Cooper on the need for higher ranking positions in the Navy. "Owing 
to certain vague, republican scruples about creating great officers of 
the Navy, America has thus far had no admi.rals; though as her ships of 
war increase, they may become indispensable. This will assure~ be the 
case should she ever have occasion to employ large fleets; when she must 
adopt something like the English plan, and introduce three or four grades 
of flag-officers above. a commodore--admirals, vice-admirals, and rear 
admirals of squadrons; distinguished by' the colours of their flags--red, 
white, and blue, corresponding to the centre, van, and rear. These rank 
respectively with generals, lieutenant-generals, and major generals in 
the Army; just as a commodore takes rank with a brigadier general. So 
that the same prejudice which prevents the American Government from 
creating admirals should have precluded the creation of all Army officers 
above a brigadier. t1i Herman Melville, White-Jacket; or, The World in a 
Man-of-War (New York: Grove Press~ 1256), p. 32. - - --
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Virginian, as it was a common practice in the days before the Revolution 
for affluent American families to encourage their sons to enter the 
British Navy. 
From the time when her numbers could furnish succor of this 
nature, down to the day of separation, America had her full 
share in the exploits of the English marine. The gentry of 
the colonies willing~ placed their sons in the royal navy, 
and many a bit of square bunting has been flying at the royal 
mastheads of king's ships in the nineteenth century, as the 
distinguishing s.ymbols of flag officers who had to look for 
their birthplaces among themselves. In the course of a 
checkered life, in which we have been brought in collision 
with as great a diversity of rank, professions, and characters 
· .·as often falls to the .lot of any one individual, we have been 
thrown into contact with no less than eight English Admirals 
of American birth; while it has never yet been our good 
fortune to meet with a countryman who has had this rank be-
sto-Wed on him by his own government.s' 
But if Cooperts novels were not directly concerned with the American Navy, 
they frequent~ picture the difficulties of American shipping and the 
·ever,tts which led up to the War of 1812. 
It was necessary for American vessels in foreign waters to give 
both French and English ships a wide berth. When the United States final~ 
declared war on Great Britain in 1812,·she could have declared war on 
-- France with equal cause. Napoleon had seized 558 of our ships while the 
British had o~ captured 389, but the impressment of American seamen by 
British ships, and her monarchal government, led the democratic Americans 
to ally themselves with republican France. 
Ithuel Bolt, the Yankee sailor in The Wing-and-Wing, expressed 
the attitude of the majority of American seamen when he explained to 
:-.Raoul, master of the Wing-and-Wing, hotv he had happened to fight against 
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the French. He had been impressed into the British Navy and flo~ged in-
to obedience. 
ttif you'll take the trouble to examine :rn;r back, you'll .find 
on it the marks o.f the lashes I got .for just telling :rn;r 
Captain that it was ag'in the grain for me, a republican as 
I :was by idee and natur', to .fight other republicans. He 
told me he would .first try the grain o.f :rn;r skin, and see how 
that would agree with what he called :rn;r duty; and I must own, 
he got the best ontt; I fit like a tiger ag'in you, rather 
than be .flogged twice the same day. Flogging on a sore back 
is an awful argument. u6 
But i.f the British captain had succeeded in cowing Ithuel into submission, 
he only succeeded in sharpening his desire for revenge. Like many of the 
sailors that Cooper had personally known, the Yankee sailor would hence-
forth bear an unqying hatred for the English. 
When the British. ship Leopard dared impress seamen from the Navy 
ship Chesapeake, President Jefferson imposed the embargo which ruined 
American commerce and led the United States to declare war on Great 
Britain in the name of tt.free trade and sailors' rights. tt The embargo was 
unsuccess.ful .from the beginning .for the Navy did not have su.fficient ships 
to enforce it. Captain Alfred Mahan in his history~ Power in~ 
Relations ~the War ~ 1812 has explained how in an effort to strengthen 
American maritime power private vessels were called into service. 
So, in 1812 and the two years following, the United States 
.flooded the seas with privateers, producing an effect upon 
British commerce which, though inconclusive sing~, doubtless 
co•operated power~ with other motives to dispose the 
ene:rn;r to liberal terms of peace. It was the replY, and the 
only possible reply, to the commercial blockade.7 
6 James Fenimore Cooper, The Wing-and-1-ling; or, ~ ~ Follett 
(New York: W. A. Townsend and Company, 18b5)', pp. ·80-81. 
7Mahan, Sea Power, P• 288. 
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While the privateers did not do as much damage to British shipping as had 
been hoped, they were often extremely successful financially. As an 
idealistic supporter for a strong navy1 Cooper did not approve of American 
ships engaging in conflict for personal gain. 
The business of carrying on a warfare merely for gain has 
ever struck me as discreditable; though it must be admitted 
the American system of private-armed cruisers has always 
been more respectable and better conducted than that of most 
other nations. This has been owing to the circumstance that 
men of a higher cla~s than is usual in Europe have embarked 
in the enterprises • 
. Cooper 1 s The Pilot was the first American novel to present a 
picture of the men engaged in privateering, especially the great folk 
hero, John Paul Jones. His understanding of this complex figure is obvious 
from the thoughtful analysis of Jones 1s motivations and character pro-
pounded by Griffith when he reads in the paper that his former 'tpilot1• is 
dead. 
York: 
His devotion to America proceeded from desire of distinction, 
his ruling passion, and perhaps a little also from resentment 
at some injustice which he claimed to have suffered from his 
own countrymen. He was a man, and not therefore w.i thout 
foibles--among which m~ have been reckoned the estimation 
of his own acts; but they were most daring, and deserving of 
praise! neither did he at all merit the obloquy that he re-
ceived from his enemies. His love of liberty may be more 
questionable; for if he commenced his deeds in the cause of 
these free States, they terminated in the service of a despotl 
He is now dead--but had he lived in times and under circum-
stances, when his consummate knowledge of his profession, his 
cool, deliberate, and even desperate courage, could have been 
exercised in a regular and well-supported Navy, ~d had the 
habits of his youth better qualified him to have borne, meekly, 
the honours he acquired in his age, he would have left behind 
him no name in its lists that would have descended to the latest 
8James Fenimore Cooper, Afloat and Ashore: 
W. A. Townsend and Company, 1861):-p. 132. 
! Sea Tale (New 
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posterity of his adopted countrymen with greater. reknow.nJ9 
In spite of his recognition of Jones's shortcomings, Cooper's admiration 
of him is obvious. When Griffith discovers who the Pilot is, he en-
thusiastically cries 1~ad onl I'll follow you to the death.~lo He 
accepts without question the Pilot's explanation of his reason for join-
ing the American side. 
It is true, I wear your republican livery, and call the 
Americans my brothers; but it is because you combat in 
behalf of human nature. Were your cause less holy, I would 
not shed the meanest drop that flows in English veins to 
serve it; but .now, it hallows every exploit that is under-
taken in its favour, and the names of all who contend for 
it shall belong to posterity.ll 
Although Cooper adopted a B.yronic, romantic attitude in his 
creation of the shadow.y figure of the Pilot, he shows excellent insight 
into the character of the controversial John Paul Jones.l2 Some critics 
9James Fenimore Cooper, The Pilot, A Tale of the Sea (New York: 
W. A. Townsend and Company, 1859)-;p. 486. - -----
10Ibid., p. 91. 
llibid., pp. 241-242. 
12samuel Eliot Morison has given support to Cooper's picture of 
the Pilot as a man motivated by both personal pique and genuine patriot-
ism. WOf Jones's patriotism there can be no doubt, despite his claims 
to be a 'citizen of the world' who drew his sword for an abstract principle; 
he always lived up to his motto, PRO REPUBLICA, which is not incompatible 
with his love of distinction, or his dislike of democracy. Had he been 
a mere adventurer, he could easily have quit the service after any one of 
many disappointments, such as Commodore Hopkins •.s denial of the Alfred 
task force, Franklin's failure to get him L•Indien, the long delay after 
he left Ranger, the stealing from him of the command of Alliance and 
America's being given away. It was only when Congress made it clear that 
it had no farther use for him in any capacity that he sought service 
under the French flag and accepted it under the Russian. tt Samuel Eliot 
Morison, John Paul Jones: A Sailor's Biography (Boston: Little, Brown 
and Company, 1~, p. 4ll.-
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have questioned whether Cooper actually had Jones in mind when he created 
the Pilot;l3 however, the explanation of his conduct in The History ~ 
the Navy is so similar to the fictionalized account the comparison is 
unmistakable. 
Whatever may be thought of the conduct of Captain Jones, 
in turning a local knowledge acquired in his youth, in the 
manner mentioned, to such an account, there can be no doubt 
that the course pursued b,y the enemy on the American coast, 
would have fully justified the act in any other officer in 
the service; and it is due to Captain Jones, to say, that 
he had, personally, been so much vilified by the British 
press, as quite naturally to have weakened ~ remains of 
national attachment that he may formerly have entertained.l4 
Although Cooper referred to the Pilot only as I1IMr. Gray, m he 
gave ~ clues which suggest that the moo~, mysterious young man is an 
important personage. When Boltrope hails the boat carrying the pilot, he 
receives the answer tl'Fl.ag. ttl5 The Pilot quickly corrects himself leaving 
Boltrope to mutter angrily: 
13Fred Lewis Pattee, for example, feels that the Pilot is too 
shadowy to be identified. 1•If he is John Paul Jones, wby does he not 
dominate the action? Even in the seafight he is a mere shadow in the 
background: the central figure for a time is Long Tom Coffin, a minor 
t character part' which suddenly and seemingly by afterthought comes 
breezily to life, rolls about for a time in swashbuckling melodrama, 
and then dies theatrically--and needlessly--advancing the plot not at 
all. 111 Fred Lewis Pattee, The First Century of American Literature 
1770-1870 (New York: Appleton-Century Company, Inc., 1935), p. 327. 
14James Fenimore Cooper, The History of the Nav.y of the United 
States of America I (London: Richard Bentley-;-1839)-;-p:- 172-.-
15Although this has been advanced as one more indication that 
Cooper had John Paul Jones in mind in the creation of the Pilot, it does 
not really strengthen the theory, for Morison has pointed out that one 
of the chief causes of Jones's resentment against the American Congress 
was his failure to attain flag rank. Morison, John Paul Jones, p. 411. 
bi should have rated you for a man of more experience 
than to come bo.oming down upon a man-of-war in the dark, 
with such a big word in your mouth, when every boy in the 
two vessels knows that we carry no swallow-tailed bunting 
abroadJ Flagl 
6
why you might have got shot, had there 
been soldiers.l 
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If, as seems likely, Cooper did have John Paul Jones in mind 
in the creation of the Pilot, he was the first to create a picture of 
the romantic fignre who would fascinate later novelists of the nineteenth 
century.17 In Israel Potter Herman Melville concurred with Cooper's 
characterization of Jones, but allowed the dashing figure to emerge from 
B,yronic shadows into bright sunlight. 
He was a rather. small, elastic, swarthy man, with an aspect 
as of a disinherited Indian Chief in European clothes. An 
unvanquishable enthusiasm, intensified to perfect sobriety, 
couched in his savage, self-possessed eye. He was elegantly 
and somewhat extravagantly grassed as a civilian; he carried 
himself with a rustic, barbaric jauntiness, strangely dashed 
with a superinduced touch of the Parisian salon. His tawny 
cheek, like a date, spoke of the tropics. A wonderful 
atmosphere of proud friendliness and scornful isolation 
invested him. Yet there was a bit of the poet as well as the 
outlaw in him, too. A cool solemnity of intrepidity sat on 
his lip. He looked like one who of purpose sought out harm t s 
way. He looked lik~ one who never had been and never would 
be, a subordinate.l 
Just as Cooper's Griffith quickly fell under the spell of the 
moody pilot, Israel Potter is eager to join forces with the intense young 
man who feels he has been so much maligned by his Ol'm countrymen, 
16cooper, ~ Pilot, p •. 432. 
17m addition to Melviile's Israel Potter, John Paul Jones also 
appears in Sarah Orne Jewett's The Tor,y Lover and Winston Churchill's 
Richard Carvel. ----
18Herman Melville, Israel Potter (New York: G. P. Putnam & Co., 
1855), p. 94. 
especiallY the people of Whitehaven. 
To this hour they say there that !--bloodthirsty, coward 
dog that I am--flogged a sailor, one Mungo Maxwell, to 
death. It's a lie, by Heavenl I flogged him, for he was 
a mutinous scamp. But he died naturally some time after-
wards, and on board another ship. But why talk? They didn 1t 
believe the affidavit of others taken before London courts, 
triumphantly acquitting me; how then will they credit my 
interested words? If slander, however much a lie, once gets 
hold of a man it will stick closer than fair fame, as black 
pitch sticks closer than white cream. But let •em slander. 
I will.give the slanderers matter for curses. When last I 
left Whitehaven, I swore never again to set foot on her pier, 
except, like Caesar, at Sandwich, as a foreign invader. 
Spring under me, good ship; on you I bound to my vengeance.l9 
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The hints of mystery surrounding CooJ?er 1s Pilot were swept away by Melville 
in Israel Potter. 
But it was not only in the creation of the first folk hero that 
Cooper proved an innovator. In The Pilot also are found the first genuine 
old salts in American literature. Neither Mr. Boltrope, Captain Barnstable 
nor his cockswain, Long Tom Coffin, feel quite comfortable on dey land. 
Long Tom has lived his whole life at sea and really sees little use for 
the land. 
11Uive me plenty of sea-room, and good canvass, where there 
is no occasion for pilots at all, sir. For my part, I 
was born on board a chebacco-man, and never could see the 
use of more land than now and then a small island to raise 
a few vegetables, and to dey your fish--I•m sure the sight 
of it always makes me feel uncomfortable, unless we have 
the wind dead off shore.~20 
Like most seamen, Barnstable is contemptuous of the marines whom they have 
aboard. Although he is forced to obey Griffith's order that he take 
twenty marines ashore to help in the capture of certain individuals, he 
l9Melville, Israel Potter, P• 151. 
20cooper, The Pilot, p. 20. 
objects strenuously. 
1"Make it all seamen, and I will give you room· :for thirty. 
But these soldiers never know how to stow away their arms 
and legs, unless at a drill. One will take the room o:f two 
sailors; they swing their hammocks athwart-ships, heads to 
leeward, and then turn-out wrong end uppermost at the call. 
Wby, damn it, sir, the chalk and rotten-stone o:f twenty 
soldiers will choke my hatchesln21 
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As a naval man, Cooper never missed an opportunit,y to gibe at 
the soldiers and marines. In The Path:finder, Cap compares soldiers and 
sailors to the former's detriment when he remarks, ~e old seamen are 
apt to think that six soldiers, ay, and capital soldiers too, might be 
made, while one sailor is getting his education.~22 The :feeling against 
marines on shipboard apparently grew stronger with the years, :for by the 
time that Melville wrote White-Jacket, the function o:f the marines aboard 
the men-of-war was that o:f guard duty over the seamen. 
Know, then, that what standing armies are to nations, what 
turnkeys are to jails, these marines are to the seamen in 
all large men-of-war. Their muskets are their keys. With 
those muskets they stand guard over the fresh water; over 
the grog, when doled; over the provisions, when being served 
out by the master's mate; over the 'brig,' or jail; at the 
commodore's and captain's cabin doors; and, in port, at both 
gangways and :forecastle.23 
No wonder that the seamen hate them! The Navy :fosters this antagonism to 
help maintain discipline.24 ltChecks and balances, blood against blood, 
2lcooper, The Pilot, p. 88. 
22James Fenimore Cooper, The Pathfinder; or, The Inland Sea 
(New York: W. A. Townsend and Company, 1860), p.13s:-- -
2~elville, White-Jacket, pp. 351-352. 
2~he attitude expressed b.1 Cooper and Melville had good basis 
in historical :fact as shown in Maclay1s A History o:f the United States 
Navy. UThere were thirty or forty marines in ever.y-:frigate. These 
soldiers, who were called marines simply because they were serving in a 
that is the cry and the argument. n25 
It must be evident that the man-o~-war 1 s man casts but an 
evil eye on a marine. To call a man a "horse marinetD is, 
among seamen, one o~ the greatest terms o~ contempt.26 
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In Cooper's time the ~riction between o~~icer and seamen was 
not as great because m~ o~ the o~~icers had worked their way up ~rom 
the ~orecastle. Mr. Boltrope, sailing master o~ the ~rigate, was typical 
o~ that rough old-~ashioned type o~ seaman. 
The sailing master, who had spent the early years o~ his li~e 
as the commander o~ divers vessels employed in trading, was 
apt, like many men o~ his vocation and origin, to mistake the 
absence o~ re~inement ~or the surest evidence o~ seamanship; 
and consequently, he held the little courtesies and punctilios 
o~ a man-o~-war in high disdain.27 
Bol.trope discusses his impatience with ~orm and red tape in a l.engt~ 
dialogue with the chaplain. He complains that though he is ~and· o~ his 
superior o~~icer, he ~eels he wastes too much time on non-essentials. 
However, Mr. Gri~~ith is a seaman; and i~ he gave his mind 
less to tri£les and gimcracks, he would be by the time he 
ship instead o~ on land, per~ormed the police duty in the ship, standing 
guard at the gangway when in port and acting as sentinals at the cabin 
and ward room doors and at the ship's galley during cooking hours. It 
was the policy o~ commanders to engender as much 'coolness' as possible 
between the sailors and the marines so as to diminish the chance o~ 
collusion between them. They slept, messed and worked separately, the 
marines considering themselves two or three degrees better than the seamen, 
while the latter regarded the marines with supreme contempt as being no 
better than landlubbers, and anybo~ making a particularly stupid remark 
was told to 1Go tell it to the marines.'~ Edgar Stanton Maclay, A Histor.r 
o~ the United States Navy ~rom 1775 to 1893, I (London: Bliss, Sands and 
Foster, lB94), p. 21.-------
25Melville, White-Jacket, p. 352. 
26Ibid. 
27cooper, The Piiot, p. 426. 
got to about our years, a very rational sort o£ a companion--
But you see, parson, just now, he thinks too much o£ small 
follies; such as man-o£-war discip~e LSi~7--Now there.is 
rationality in giving a fresh nip to a rope, or looking well 
at your mats, or even in crowning a cable·; but damme priest, 
if I see the use--lu££, lu££ you lubbers; don't ye see, sir, 
you are steering £or GermanyJ--If' I see the use, as I was 
saying, o£ making a rumpus about the time when a man changes 
his shirt; whether it be this week, or next week, or £or that 
matter, the week after, provided it be bad weather. I some-
times am mawkish about attending muster, (and I believe I 
have as little to £ear on the score o£ behaviour as aqy man,) 
lest it should be found I carried my tobacco in the wrong 
cheek.28 
165 
In spite of his lack of . interest in ·appearing trim himself, he 
kept the vessel "ship shape. 111 . A true seaman, even his dying thoughts 
are o£ the ship and the need £or having one o£ his mates ttshi£t the cable 
end-£or-end, and make a new bend o£ it. tt29 
Although Cooper had used The Pilot to publicize the Navy and 
John Paul Jones, he used his naval experiences even more directly in The 
Pathfinder. In iBoB Cooper, under the command o£ Lieutenant Woolsey, had 
been sent to the Great Lakes to help in the building o.f a .fresh water 
navy. A 240 ton brig, the Oneida, mounting 16 twenty-four pound carron-
ades, was built and outfitted on Lake Ontario, the area which Cooper 
used as setting £or the one novel in which he combined his two favorite 
subjects--the frontier and the sea. Although the Indian Scout Pathfinder 
is, £rom the title o£ the book, obviously meant to be the main character, 
he is nearly overshadowed by a lusty salt-water sailor called Gap. Cap 
is out o£ his element on the inland sea where men know nothing about 
2Bcooper, The Pilot, p. 429. 
29Ibid., p. 472. 
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longitude, latitude, or leads. Instead of admitting that he lacks the 
special skills of a lake navigator, he blusters and takes refuge in his 
sea lingo to explain things of which he has no conception. When Jaspar, 
commander of the Scud, is suspected of being a spy and confined below, 
Cap is placed in command, although he has no idea on which of the thousand 
islands the garrison to which they are heading is located. Sergeant 
Dunham suggests that he ask one of the deck hands, but Cap has been too 
thoroughly imbued with respect for the quarter-deck to consider such a 
breach of naval etiquette. 
Wif I am to command this craft, it must be done, if you please, 
without holding any councils of war with the cook and cabin-
boy. A ship-master is a ship-master, and he must have an 
opinion of his ow.n, even if it be a wrong one. I suppose you 
know service well enough to understand that it is better in · 
a commander to go wrong, than to go nowhere. At all events, 
the Lord High Admiral couldn't command a yawl with dignity, 
if he consulted the coxswain every time he wished to go ashore. 
No--sir--if I sink, I sink; but d--me, I'll go down ship-shape 
and with dignity. u· 30 
In spite of his weaknesses and vanity, Cap contains the admirable 
qualities of a good seaman also. When a sudden storm endangers the ship 
1~he whole scene awakened all that was man within him; and instead of 
the captious, supercilious, and dogmatic critic, quarreling with trifles 
and exaggerating immaterial things, he began to exhibit the qualities of 
the hardy and experienced seaman which he truly was.lBl 
For all his faults, Cap is another illustration of Cooper's 
theory that the common men who live close to nature are basically moral 
and religious. One can not imagine later writers of maritime novels 
30cooper, The Pathfinder, p. 250. 
3J.Ibid.' p. 235 
ascribing to their seamen the depth of feeling expressed by Cap in a 
discussion on religion with the Pathfinder •. 
UWhat~ for instance,. is the reason that seafaring men, in 
general, are so religious and conscientious in all they do, 
.but the fact that they are so often alone with Providence, 
and have so little to do with the wickedness of the landJ 
Many and many is the time that I have stood my watch, under 
the equator perhaps, or in the Southern Ocean, when the 
nights are lighted up with the fires of heaven; and that is 
the time, I can tell you~ my hearties, to bring a man to 
his bearings, in the way of his sins. I have rattled down 
mine, again and again, under such circumstances, until the 
shrouds and lanyards of conscience have fairly creaked with 
the strain. I agree with you, Master Pathfinder, therefore, 
in saying if you want a truly religious man, go to sea, or 
go into the woods. tt.3a · 
Cooper may have taken his own naval duties lightly and given 
them up to marry Susan DeLancy, 3:f who would never have consented to be 
a sailor f s wife, but he always maintained his interest and pride in the 
accomplishments of the Navy. The Navy was only fourteen years old at 
the beginning of the War of 1812 and its seamen were poorly trained 
and equipped. 
No American man-of-war ever sailed with a complement com-
posed of nothing but able seamen; and some of the hardest 
fought battles that occurred during this war were fought 
by ships' companies that were materially worse than common. 
The people which manned the vessels on Lake Champlain, in 
particular, were of a quality much inferior to those usually 
found in ships of war. Neither w~1fe the officers, in general, old or very experienced.~ 
32cooper, The Pathfinder, p. 97. 
33'Although James Fenimore served aboard the Wasp, the ship was 
not active during the winter of 1810. The threatened war had still failed 
to materialize, and Cooper was not only in love, but a property owner of 
considerable means. It is not surprising that in 1811, he decided to 
resign from the Navy. · 
~Cooper, History of the Navy, II, P• 557. 
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In spite of inexperienced officers and a lack of proper naval stores, the 
American Navy was surprisingly well organized. 
That the tone and discipline of the service were high, is 
true; but it must be as·cribed to moral and not to physical 
causes; to that aptitude in the American character for the 
sea, which has been so constantly manifested from the day 
the first pinnace sailed along the coast on the trading 
voyages gf the seventeenth century, doim to the present 
moment.3~ 
Great Britain, of course, had long been the great maritime 
power in the world, but even though the American Navy had never succeeded 
in having Congress appropriate enough money for adequate equipment, condi-
tions were far better in the American Navy than in the British. One 
reason for the lack of esprit de ~ in the British Navy was that she 
relied on impressing men to meet·her needs for crew to man her vessels. 
Tobias Smollett had given a good account in Roderick Random of the manner 
in which press gangs would seize Englishmen from off the streets and 
hurry them aboard ship w.i.. thout giving them time to wind up their affairs 
or say farewell to their families. On the other hand, ttAm.ericans en-
deavored to secure a sufficient number of seamen by making their service 
attractive, and well-known results have shown the wisdom of what in those 
days seemed a r~sh innovation.t~6 
Cooper quoted his old shipmate, Ned MYers, who had spent his 
happiest years in the Navy • 
. I can say conscientiously, that were my life to be passed 
over again, without the hope of commanding a vessel, it 
should be passed in the navy. The food is better, the 
service is lighter, the treatment is better, if a man be-
have himself at all well, he is better cared for, has a 
.35cooper, History of the ~' II, pp. 557-558. 
3~clay, History of the United States Navy, I, p. 23. 
port under his lee in case of accidents, and gets good 
steady wages, with the certainty of being paid. If his 
ship is lost, his wages are safe; and if he gets hurt, he 
is pensioned. Then he is pretty certain of having gentle-
men over him, and that is a great deal for any man. He 
has good quarters below; and if he serve in a ship as large 
as a frigate, he has a cover over his head, half the time, 
at least, in bad weather. This is the honest opinion of one 
who has served in all sorts of crafts, .liners, Indiamen, 
coasters, smugglers, whalers, and transient ships. I have 
been in a ship of the line, two frigates, three sloops of 
war, and several smaller craft; and such is the result of 
all my experience in Uncle Sam's navy. No man can go to sea 
and always meet with fair weather, but he will get as little 
of foul in one of our vessels of war, as in any craft that 
floats, if a man only behave himself. I think that American 
merchantmen give better wages than are to be found in other 
services; and I think the American men-of-war, as a rule, . 
give better treatment than the American merchant man. God 
bless the flag~ I say, and this, too, without the fear of' 
being hanged!jf . 
Ned never missed an opportunity to praise naval life. In speaking of' his 
experiences aboard the Delaware he explained further why life on a naval 
ship was preferable to that on a merchantman. 
One of the great causes of' the contentment that reigned in 
the ship was the method and the regularity o:f the hours 
observed. The men knew on what they could calculate in 
ordinary times, and this le:ft them their own masters with-
in certain hours. I repeat, she was the happiest ship I 
ever served §'H' though I have always found good treatment 
in the navy.3 
It is not surprising that Ned Myers placed so much emphasis on 
the desirability of naval discipline, for it must be· remembered that he 
told his stor,r to Cooper in the later years of his life. He had learned 
from bitter experience that the drinking and riotous living in which he 
and his crewmates had so often indulged had left many of them like himself 
37James Fenimore Cooper, Ned ~ers; or; A Life Before the Mast 
(New York: G. P. Putnaril.1 s Sons, l912 , PP• 175-I7o.- - --
. 3Bibid., p. 181 •. 
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penniless and broken in health. The Navy soon cured young men who had 
over-indulged. 
It is the restraint of a ship that alone prevents sailors 
from dying much sooner than they do; for it is certain no 
man could hold out long who passed three or four months 
ever.y year in the sort of indulgences into which I ~self 
have often run after returning from long voyages. This is 
one advantage of the navy, two or three days of riotous 
living being all a fellow can get in a three years' cruise. 
Any man who has ever been in a vessel of war, particularly 
in old times, can see the effect produced by the system 
and regular living of a ship. When the crew first came on 
board, the men were listless, almost lifeless, with recent 
dissipation--some suffering with the !!horrors, 111 perhaps; 
but a few weeks of regular living would bring them all round 
and by the end of the cruise most of the people would come 
into port and be paid off with renovated constitutions.3~ 
It is ironic that, in one sense, it was the good treatment in 
the American Navy that led to the War of 1812. Americans strongly resented 
the stopping of American ships and the impressment of crewmen, but the 
British often had good reason to search American vessels in her attempt 
to regain her own countrymen.~ English officers well knew that many 
of the impressed English seamen deserted at the first opportunity to 
39oooper, Ned ~ers, pp. 208-209. 
40wrhe prevalence among seamen of the habit of deserting was 
vitally related to the matter of trade rivalr.r between the two nations. 
For example, the large carr.ying trade of the American merchant service 
between French West Indies and Europe attracted large numbers of British 
seamen into American vessels. Phineas Bond, British Consul at 
Philadelphia, reported that entire crews deserted in American ports in 
order to escape service in the navy, encouraged no doubt b.r the high 
wages offered by the American shippers, which were often as much as one 
hundred per cent higher than the wages paid in the British service. The 
charge that American ships were asylums for British deserters had evident 
foundation in fact, although it was difficult at that date, and is alto-
gether impossible now, to present accurate statistical data on the 
subject. rt James Fulton Zimmerman, . Impressment ~ American Seamen (New 
York: Columbia University, 1925), p. 28. 
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American ships, and as there was a need for them, the Americans were 
quite willing to give them as much protection as they could. Even in 
the Chesapeake incident, the English had been correct in thinking that 
some of their countrymen were aboard the ship. 
The ardor with which British seamen resisted attempts to re-
turn them to their native ships was shown by Cooper in his recounting 
of an attempt by the British to reclaim one of their deserters from the 
Essex. 
The man protested that he was an American, and that he had 
not entered voluntarily into the English service, though 
he did not deny his identity, and the desertion. It being 
thought impossible to protect him, the seaman was sent 
below to g~t his clothes and obeyed. On reaching the gun-
deck, his eye fell upon the carpenter's bench, and going to 
it, he seized an axe, and at one blow cut off his left hand. 
Taking up the severed limb in .the remaining hand, he went 
upon the quarter-deck, and presented himself to the British 
officer, bleeding and maimed. The .latter left the Essex, 
shocked and astonished, while the affair made a deep 
impression on all who witnessed it.41 
Cooper's HistoEY of the Navy is a competent review of the situa-
tion and events of the early days of the Navy. In spite of the controversy 
that attended some of his opinions, it appears to be an objective, accu-
rate treatment.42 Much of what is written in a factual manner in the 
~Cooper, Histo;r of the ~' II, pp. 158-159. 
42rhe History of the Navy is still considered a competent piece 
of work. nrnto it Cooper had thrown his best thought and the most accu-
rate research of Which he was capable. Even the first edition made a bid 
to become the standard treatment of the subject, and, in many respects, 
it still retains this position.n Robert E. Spiller, Fenimore Cooper, 
Critic of his Times (New York: Minton, Balch & Company, 1931), p. 273. 
-- In addition, modern historians still use Cooper for facts about 
the early years of the Navy. Maclay objects only that the narrative is 
ltnieager" and 111has been out of. print for nearly half a century. tl! Macla:y, 
History of ~ United States Navy, I, p. xviii. 
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history is found as the background and framework for his novels. Later 
novelists would be more concerned withpointing out the abuses in the 
Navy rather than praising its accomplishments. Although Cooper1s actual 
period of service was short,· his contributions to the Navy as historian, 
propagandist for mo:r-e Congressional support, and re-creator of some of 
the exciting events in America's maritime history were inexpressib~ 
valuable. 
With the passage of years, some conditions in the Navy improved 
while others grew inc:r-easingly worse. Medical attention was notoriously 
bad on most ships. 
At the time of the American Revolution, however, the sani-
tary condition of warships, in spite of the :r-eduction made 
in the number of the crew, was very imperfect. In fact 
the greatest danger on an extended voyage was not so much 
the perils of the sea or attacks f:r-om the enemy as scurvy, . 
small pox and other diseases. It sometimes happened that 
nearly an entire ship's company was carried off while in 
mid-ocean_by these dreadful scourges, and one of the great 
achievements of Captain David Porter in his cruise of seven-
teen months in the Pacific was the. perfect health in which 
he kept the three hundred and more men 'Who were for so long 
a time confined on the decks of the little Essex.~ 
From the time that Smollett had written in Roderick Random about sadistic 
Dr. Mackshane, who was always eager to seize any excuse to perform an 
operation, writers had been concerned with the treatment of ill and wounded 
It was the cont:r-oversy over Perry and the Battle of Lake Erie 
that made people fail to realize the value of the histor,r. Actually 
Cooper made every attempt to be objective. ~Arguments are presented 
with the sledge-hammer blows of dogmatic conviction; facts and statistics 
are recorded with mathematical care and completeness; its drive of en-
thusiasm and its general readability suggest Macaul~'s and F:r-oude's 
histories. 111 Spiller, Fenimo:r-e Coope:r-, p. 274. 
lB-Maclay, History of the United States Navy, I, pp. 23-24. 
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aboard ship• 
In Jack Tier, Cooper quoted a conversation between two high-
ranking officers on the efficiency of medical men in the Navy. 
mwhen I first entered the navy,tt said one of these old 
Benbows, mrf I had occasion for the amputation of a leg 
and the question lay between the carpenter and the doctor, 
d--e, but·I would have tried the carpenter first, for I 
felt pretty certain he woulr:I have been the most likely to 
get through with the job. tt44 , 
Although Cooper was convinced that surgery in the Navy had· 
vastly improved, Nathaniel.Ames felt that the low pay and rank accorded 
Naval surgeons prevented any real solution to the problem of medical 
care. In An Old Sailor's Yarns he reflected that regulations had im-
proved the Navy in general. 
The medical department might perhaps be almost as good then 
as it now is, or rather as it was when I was in the service; 
the disgracefully penurious compensation allowed our naval 
surgeons rendering their station contemptible and degrading 
in the estimation of.medical men of any pride or ability.4.? 
. But the greatest indictment of the naval 'surgeons was Herman 
Melvillets ·characterization of Cadwallader Cuticle, M.D., direct literary 
descendent· of Sm.ollett•s Dr. Mackshane. Dr. Cuticle was considered the 
top surgeon in the Navy. 
He was a small, withered man, nearly, perhaps quite, sixty 
years of age. His chest was shallow, his shoulders bent, 
his .pantaloons hung round skeleton legs, and his ~ace was 
singularly attenuated. In truth, the corporeal vitality of 
this man seemed, in a good degree, to have died out of him. 
He walked ·abroad, a curious patchwork o:f life and death, 
44James Fenimore Cooper, Jack Tier; or, The Florida Ree:f (New York: 
Hurd and Houghton, 1866), p. 403.--- - - -
45Nathaniel Ames, An Old Sailor's Yarns (New York: George 
Dearborn, 1835), P• 57. 
with a wig, one glass eye, and a set of false teeth, while 
his voice was husky and thick; but his mind seemed un-
debilitated as in youth; it shone out of his remaining-eye 
with basilisk brilliancy.46 
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Though this curious husk of a man lacked any genuine humanity, his 
enthusiasm for his profession was frightening. When the topman on the 
Neversink was hit by a musketball, Cuticle, following established custom, 
invited his brother surgeons to attend the operation. After consulta-
tion, most of the doctors agreed that amputation was unnecessary, but 
Cuticle could not resist showing off his great skill. The operation 
was a decided success and Cuticle~s discourse on amputation was brilliant. 
Unfortunately the patient died--but such was often the case aboard naval 
ships. 
Although writers were concerned with many of the abuses in the 
Navy, the one that they inveighed most bitterly against was the practice 
of flogging. William Leggett, author of tw-elve naval short stories, was 
perhaps one of the first to write strongly against flogging in the Navy. 
Page Proctor has commented on Leggett's hatred of the custom of flogging. 
Leggett's own career in the Navy had ended in 1826 because 
of his quarrel with a tyrannical captain, and his journal-
istic attacks in 1835 on naval disciplinary methods created 
a national sensation. He wrote ti:Brought to the Gangwayu 
as another expression of his antipathy, and the story is the 
strongest literary indictment of the tyranny of naval officers 
between Roderick Random and White-Jacket.47 
In this short story, a lieutenant takes an unreasonable dislike to a young 
4~Melville, White-Jacket, p. 238. 
47'Page s. Proctor, ttA Source for the Flogging Incident in White~ 
Jacket, 0 ~erican Literature,XXII (May,~950), p. 177. 
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sailor and reports to the captain that he was sleeping at his post and 
has shown signs of being mutinous. The captain orders the sailor 
.flogged. 
The white and tender body o.f the poor boy was laid bare to 
the lash; his wrists strongly tied to the gangway> and his 
ankles to the grating on which he stood. The cats> an 
instrument o.f torture the use o.f which is a disgrace to 
civilization> were applied to his back with a fo~ce that 
made each stripe leave its mark in blood; and when twelve o.f 
these had been given--(the .full extent o.f punishment allowed 
by the rules o.f the Navy )--an additional tthal.f. dozen1t were 
ordered, as i.f in mockery o.f the very laws which had just 
been read> as .furnishipf the commander's warrant .for inflict-
ing punishment at alll4 · 
A .further parallel to Melville's White-Jacket is seen when the 
sailor later attacks the lieutenant and .falling overb9ard, they drown 
together> .for when White Jacket is summoned before the captain and 
sentenced to be .flogged, he too has murder in his heart. 
The captain stood on the weather-side o.f the deck. Sideways, 
on an unobstructed line with him, was the opening o.f. the lee-
gangway, where the side-ladders are suspended in port. Nothing 
but a slight bit o.f sinnate-stu.f.f served to rail in this 
opening, which was cut right down to the level o.f the captain's 
.feet, showing the .far sea beyond. I stood a little to wind-
ward of him, and though he was a large, powerful man, it was 
certain that a sudden rush against him> along the slanting deck, 
would infallibly pitch him head-foremost into the ocean> though 
he who so rushed must needs go over with him • • • Locking 
souls with him, I meant to drag Captain Claret .from this 
earthly tribunal o.f his to that o.f Jehovah, and let mm decide 
between us. No other way could I escape the scourge.4~ 
But Melville was not the only writer concerned at the refusal 
o.f captains to obey the laws on .flogging. In· Kaloolah Captain Coffin 
~William Leggett," Naval Stories (New York~ G. & c. & H. Carvill> 
1834)> p. 175. 
49.Kelville, White-Jacket, pp. 268-269. 
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remarks that he is not opposed to flogging when it is properlY applied, 
although he feels that "'Jack often gets more than is good for him.tt5o 
'"''ve. been told, tt continued the captain, ttu.pon good 
authority that, in more than one instance, all hands 
have been called to witness punishment, and that after 
the captain has read to the crew the law, or rule by which 
he was authorized to inflict twelve lashes, and no more, 
without sentence of court martial, he has ordered the boat-
swain's mate to lay on two or three dozen. Now Jack is no 
fool, and he sees and feels the injustice and illegality of 
such conduct; he would take his dozen, and acknowlgdge the 
propriety of them, but two dozen t ain •t the law. t rr.!;)l 
~Jack Garnet11 continued the traditional attitude against flogging 
in the short stories which he wrote for The Knickerbocker. In nThe Pirate 
of the South Pacifictt he wrote that UZlo man can safely count upon any-
thing in a man-of-war save a flogging, which he is pretty sure to get, 
from one cause or another. n52 In "My First and Last Flogging'~~' he wrote 
of a lieutenant who used to flog his men 1"'to get an appetite for 
breakfast,•63 and Jack asserts that he was whipped, "no offence having 
been either committed or alleged.~4 
Factual literary accounts were closely related to the fictional. 
Samuel Leech was one of the ·many British seamen who had escaped to an 
American vessel and assumed a new name at the time of the War of 1812. 
He would have agreed with the historical account of the Navy. given by 
5Cw/illiam7 S/tarbuck7 Mayo, Kaloolah (New York: G. P. Putnam's 
Sons, 1897 r; p.· liO. - - . 
5libid., P• 109. 
52 
· John W. Gould, flThe Pirate o:f the South Pacific,,,.~ Knicker-
bocker, VI (1835), p. 197. 
53 John w. Gould, llJtr First and Last Flogging, ll ~ Knickerbocker, 
IV (1834), P• 451. 
54 Ibid. 
Maclay. 
The articles of war of the American navy in 1812 and prior 
to that declared that rtnot more than twelve lashes shall 
be. given for a crime, 11 and although there were cases where 
American commanders exceeded this limit the instances were 
rare and the punishment inflicted was insignifica~ when 
compared with the cruelty of the British service.5E$ 
Samuel Leech was happy in the American Navy. 
MY first impressions of the American service were ver.y 
favorable. The treatment in the Syren was more lenient 
and favorable than in the Macedonian. The captain and 
officers were kind, while there was a total exemption from 
that petty tyranny _e~rcised by ·the upstart midshipmen in 
the British serviQe.5~ 
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Yet Leech too discovered what flogging could be like when a fellow seaman 
allowed the ship to strike. bottom while sailing up the river. 
The severity of flogging with the rope's end is justly de-
scribed in Mr. Dana 1s excellent book, called WTwo Years 
before the Mast.~ Though not so cruel as the cat, it is 
nevertheless a harsh, degrading punishment. Our men used 
to say that uthey would as lief be cut up on the bare back 
with the cat, as have back and shirt cut up together, as 
was poor Daily1s!' In truth, that flogging was both unjust 
and illegal. The articles of war provide that not more than 
twelve lashes shall be given for a crime; but here one 
hundred were inflicted for no crime--for an accident, which 
might have happened to the best pilot who ever ascended the 
Mississippi. But though the captain was thus rendered 
amenable, who would believe a poor sailor? Had he complained, 
it would doubtless have been to his own injury, for law, a.yd 
especially naval law, is always on the side of the strong.)? 
Herman Melville was to become the spokesman for exposing the 
55Edgar Stanton Maclay, History of the United States Navy, 
P• 28. 
54samuel Leech, WThirty Years from Home; or, 
Main Deck (Boston: Tappan & Dennet, 1843),P.l79. 
57 Ibid. , p. 241. 
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abuses of the Navy just as Dana had spoken for the Merchant Service.58 
In 1898 Rear Admiral S. R. Franklin wrote his Memories of ~ Rear Admiral 
Who Has Served for More than Half a Century in the Navy of the United 
--- -------- --.------
States in which he gave Melville much credit for the abolishment of 
flogging in the Navy. Raymond Weaver has used this as a source. 
Melville wrote a book, well known in its day, called White-
Jacket, which had more influence in abolishing corporal 
punishment in the Navy than anything else. This book was 
placed on the desk of every member of Congress, and was a 
most eloquent appeal to the humane sentiment of the country. 
As an evidence of the good it did, a law was passed soon after 
the book appeared abolishing flogging in the Navy absolutelY, 
without substituting any other mode of punishment in its 
stead; and this was exactly in accord with Melville's appea1.59 
If Melville wrote in a heartfelt manner about the cruelt,y of the 
Navy's system of punishment and the reaction of the common seaman toward 
flogging, it was because he had known what it was like to see tta human 
58carl Van Doren has discussed the parallel between Dana and 
Melville in his analysis of White:..Jacket. tt:As a document it may be ad-
mitted to be inferior to •Two Years Before the Mast,• which shows less of 
the shaping hand and holds closer to its central theme; but in the force 
of characters and situations, in eloquence and passion, in wit and poetry, 
Melville surpasses Dana. The striking thing about 'White-Jacket,• as 
about Melville's work in general, is that traits so rarely seen together 
should here be so naturally joined without confusion; that here should be 
a single writer who touches Smollett in his character-drawing, Lamb in 
his playfulness, Ruskin in his splendor of prose, Hawthorne in his sense 
of allegory, the Restoration dramatists in his wit, and who yet communi-
cates a personality which is so powerful and distinctive. This melange, 
it happens, is Melville.nr Carl Van Doren, "Melville Before the Mast,Jt 
Century Illustrated Monthly Magazine CVIII, (June,l924) p. 277. 
59 Raymond M. Weaver, Herman Melville Mariner and Mystic (New York: 
George H. Doran Co., 1921), p. 234. Later critics were to minimize 
Melville's role in bringing about legislation to abolish flogging. Charles 
Anderson, who has devot,ed many years to the study of Melville, believes 
that White-Jacket just happened to be published at an auspicious time. 
rtThe truth of the matter is that the fight to abolish flogging in the Navy, 
which had begun in 1821 and had come to a head in the session of 1849-1850, 
was already substantially won when White-Jacket appeared; and, although 
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being, stripped like a slave; scourged worse than a hound.ir.dt) His intra-
duction to life aboard a frigate had been marred by the summons to witness 
punishment of four of the crew. In his Melville in the South Seas, Charles 
Roberts Anderson describes such a scene aboard the frigate United States. 
On the ver,y first morning after his enlistment Melville was 
called, along with all hands, to witness the punishment of 
several of his fellow seamen: r John Hall, twelve lashes for 
striking sentry on post; George Clark, twelve lashes for 
smuggling liquor; Joseph Stanley, apprentice, twelve lashes 
with the kittens for fighting; William Ewing, six for 
provoking language' ••• Although Melville was accustomed 
to the merciless brutality of the Merchant Marines, these 
first scenes of punishment on an American man-of-war must have 
made a lasting impression on him, for his first and fullest 
tirade against the institution of corporal punishment is 
launched by a sgane in which ~~'Antone, the Portuguese111 is one 
of the victims •. 
Perhaps the four men aboard the United States had reacted to 
their flogging in the differing ways of John, Peter, Mark, and Antone. 
It is easy to type sailors and forget that they were individuals with 
distinct feelings and personalities. Melville's description of the four 
men illustrates his concern that these men with their separate personalities 
could not be effectively punished by a single law which ·covered all 
offences. John was an impassive man who would never cringe before a whip. 
that work may have swelled the growing tide of agitation, it was at most 
merely another coal carried to Newcastle.'t Charles Roberts Anderson, ttA 
Reply to Herman Melville's White-Jacket by Rear Admiral Thomas 0. 
Selfridge, Sr., 1L American Literature,VII (May,l935), p.-142. 
6"Melville, White-Jacket, p. 139. 
P~Taken from the log book of the United States under the date of 
August 17, 1843. Charies Roberts Anderson, Melville in the South Seas 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1939), p. 349. - -- -
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As the ~ cut his back with long purple bars, Jl!b.e only bowed over his 
head and stood still. tt62 When he had received his dozen lashes ttthe man 
was taken down, and went among the crew with a smile, saying, 1D--n mel 
it's nothing when you're used to itl Who wants to fight?ttt63 In contrast, 
Antone was a hotblooded Portuguese who swore vengeance on the captain. 
ttAt every blow he surged from side to side, pouring out a torrent of 
involuntar,r blashphemies.tt64 Mark ~only cringed and coughed under his 
punishment. u65 Suffering from weak lungs arid aggrieved feelings, he was 
unable to return to work for several days. But the one who suffered most 
was Peter, the mizen-top lad. Begging for mercy, ~e howled, leaped, and 
raged in unendurable torture. u66 
To Melville, flogging was an insult to man as a human being. 
His body would recover in time, but the scars on a man's soul would never· 
wholly heal. It was degrading that an American citizen who was fighting 
for his country should not be protected h.r the laws he was fighting to 
preserve. 
Irrespective of incidental considerations, we assert that 
flogging in the Navy is opposed to the essential dignity of 
man, which no legislator has a right to violate; that it is 
oppressive, and glaringly unequal in its operations; that it 
is utterly repugnant to the spirit of our democratic institu-
tions; indeed, that it involves a lingering trait of the worst 
times of a barbarous feudal aristocracy; in a word we denounce 






it as religiouszy, morally, and immutably wrong. 67 
·It would not have seemed quite so bad to Melville if officers 
and seamen had been treated alike, but while an officer could punish a 
sailor for the smallest offence, even personal pique, the officer himself 
was rarely forced to account for his actions. Certainly this vesting of 
power in a single individual was contrary to everything the American 
Constitution stood for, and Melville could not see why a sailor was not 
entitled to the same protection as other citizens. 
Certainly the necessities of navies warrant a code for 
its government more stringent than the law that governs the 
land; but that code should conform to the spi~it of the 
political institutions of the country that ordains it. It 
should not convert into slaves some of the citizens of a 
nation of freemen. Such objections cannot be urged against 
the laws of the Russian Navy (not essentially different from 
our own), because the laws of that Navy, creating the absolute 
one-man power in the captain, and vesting in him the power to 
scourge, conform in spirit to the territorial laws of Russia, 
which is ruled by an autocrat:, and whose courts inflict the 
knout upon the subjects of the land; But with us it is· 
different. Our institutions claim to be based upon broad 
princ.i.ples of political liberty and e'quality. Whereas, it. 
would hardly affect one iota the condition on shipboard of an 
American man-of-war's man, were he transferred to the Russian 
Navy and made a subject of the Czar. 
As a sa,ilor, he shares none of our civil immunities, the 
law of our soil in no respect accompanies the national floating 
timbers grown thereon, and to which he clings as his home. For 
him our Revolution was in vain; to him our Declaration of 
Independence is a lie.68 
·Melville, of course, was fully aware that many people believed 
that discipline could be maintained on shipboard only by constant applica-




Sailors had poor reputations, while the officers had at 
White-Jacket, p. 146. 
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least the veneer of gentlemen. It had been Melville's experience, how-
ever, that the best disciplined ships were rarely those with harshest 
officers. 
It cannot have escaped the discernment of any observers of 
mankind, that, in the presence of its conventional inferiors, 
conscious imbecility in power often seeks to carry off that 
imbecility by assumptions of lordly severity. The amount of 
:flogging on board an American man-of-war is, in marr,r cases, 
in exact proportion to the professional and intellectual 
incapacit.r of her officers-to command. Thus, in these cases, 
the law that authorizes :flogging does but put a scourge into 
the hand of a :fool.69 
Addiction to alcohol had long been one of the chief problems of 
the seamen, and Melville :felt that the Navy was partly to blame. Stopping 
a seaman's grog was a common punishment for minor offences and to some 
sailors this was a severe punishment. 
But there are some sober seamen that would much rather draw 
the money :for it, instead of the grog itself, as provided b.1 
law; but they are too often deterred :from this by the thought 
of receiving a scourging :for some inconsiderable offence, as 
a substitute for the stopping of their spirits. This is a 
most serious obstacle to the cause of temperance in the Navy. 
But in marr.r cases, even the reluctant drawing of the grog can-
not exempt the prudent seaman :from ignominy; :for besides the 
:formal administering of the ••cattt at the gangway for petty 
offences, he is liable to the ttcolt1t: or rope's end, a bit of 
rattlin-stuff, indiscriminately applied--vrithout stripping the 
victim--at any time, and in ~ part of the ship, at the merest 
wink :from the captain. By an express order of that officer, 
most boatswain's mat.es carry the colt coiled in their hats, in 
readiness to be administered at a minute's warning upon any 
o:ffender.10 
The onlY protection which a sailor had was that afforded by the Articles 
of War, but most officers violated them at will. An ardent democrat like 
Melville was quick to note that these articles had had their origin in 
6%elville, White-Jacket, p. 149. 
f{O 14 ~., p. o. 
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Britain, 1'Whose laws we Amerioa.n.S hurled off as tyrannical, and yet re-
tained the most tyrannical of all. tt71 The Articles of War were used more 
often against the seamen than for their protection. Melville felt it 
grossly unfair that the officers could violate the laws and never be 
called to account for their actions. 
This violation of the law, on the part of the officers, in· 
many oases involves oppression to the sailor.. But through-
out the whole naval code, which so hems .in the mariner by 
law upon law, and which invests the .captain with so much 
judicial and administrative authority over him--in most cases 
entirely discretiona:ry--not one soli ta:ry clause is to be 
found which in any way provides means for a seaman deeming 
himself aggrieved to obtain redress. Indeed, both the written 
and unwritten laws of the American Navy are as destitute of 
individual guarantees to the mass of seamen as the Statute 
Book of the despotic Empire of Russia.72 
But f'rogging 'Without re~ess of grievance was not the only 
complaint that Melville had to make against the Navy ... 
White-Jacket was, as a number of critics have pointed out, 
· a novel with a purpose. It was a protest not only against 
flogging, though that dying horse came in for the heaviest 
of Melville 1s blows, but also against any exercise of 
arbitrary authority. The main impression that a reader gets 
from the book is that the United States Navy of the 1840's 
was a brutal institution--an impression that Melville certain-
ly intended that the reader should have.73 
The distinctions made between officers and crew manifested itself in every 
aspect of naval life. The best food, the finest Madeira, and most spacious 
quarters naturally were reserved for the officers. The comfort of the 
common seamen, on the other hand, was always sacrificed to the trimness 
71Melville, White~Jacket, p. 283. 
72Ibid., P• 286. 
73Keith Huntress, 11Melville•s Use of a Source for White-Jaoket,rr 
American Literature, VII (March, 1945), p. 72. 
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and efficiency of the ship, Sleeping quarters were crowded with five 
hundred hammocks jammed on the frigate's berth-deck. 
Eighteen inches a man is all the.y allow you; eighteen 
inches in width; in that you must swing. Dreadfull they 
give ypu more swing than that at the gallows. 
During warm nights in the Tropics, your hammock is a 
stew-pan, where you stew and stew till you can almost hear 
yourself hiss. Vain are all stratagems to widen your ac-
commodations. Let them catch you insinuating your boots 
or other articles in the head of your hammock, b.r way of a 
Uspreader.b Near and far, the whole rank and file of the 
row to which you belong feel the encroachment in an instant, 
and are clamorous till the guilty one1.is found out, and his pallet brought back to its bearings.7~ 
But even the limited space allowed the seaman would have been a pleasure 
if he could have turned in after eight hours hard labor. The precedent 
of the Nav,v, however, demanded that all hammocks be stowed in the nettings 
between sunrise and sundown; so that the sailor who sto~d two four-hour 
watches, which happened every alternate night, could have less than foUr 
hours sleep. Furthermore, the desire for trimness on the men-of-war 
meant that the hammocks had to be kept spotless. Theywere regularly 
scrubbed and then the floor of' the sailors' quarters was swabbed. ttQhl 
the chills, colds and agues that are caughtl No snug stove, grate, or 
fireplace to go to; no, your only way to keep warm is to keep in a blazing 
passion, and anathematise the custom that every morning makes a washhouse . 
of a man-of-war.m75 
The sailor who was hardy enough to withstand the shortage of 
sleep and perpetually damp surroundings would 'naturally be a man of 
7~Melville, White-Jacket, p. 87. 
7ftibid., p. 93. 
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hearty appetite who had developed a taste £or the rough seaman's £are, 
but the hours for meals, like all else on a man-of-war, were determined 
by rank and the sailor must dine first. 
Eight o•clock for.breakfast; twelve for dinner; four for 
supper; and no meals but these; no lunches and no cold 
snacks. Owing to this arrangement (and partly to one 
watch going to their meals before the other, at sea), all 
the meals of the twenty-four hours are crowded into a 
space of less than eight! Sixteen mortal hours elapse 
between dinner and breakfast; including, to one watch, 
eight hours on deckl This is barbarous; any ph,rsiciari 
will tell you so. Think of itl Before the commodore has 
. dined you have supped. And in high latitudes in summer time, 
y-ou have taken your last meal for the day, and five hours, 
or more, daylight to spareJ7G · 
No wonder so many young sailors became giddy in the maintopl 
Perhaps the routine and. discipline of a man-of-war required 
the foregoing ind.igDities, but there were other distinctions of rank 
which Melville found unforgivable. All the ceremony and pomp of a :man-
of-war seem aimed at emphasizing the debased position of the common 
seaman. 
Some discreet, but democratic legislation in this matter is 
much to be desired~ And by bringing down naval officers, in 
these things at least, without af£ecting their legitimate 
dignity and authority, we shall correspondingly elevate the 
common sailor, without relaxing the subordination, in which 
he should by all means be retained. 'n 
Yet Melville ~ew that no matter how much legislation might 
improve the lot of the common seamen, there could never be any real bond 
7liMelville, White-Jacket, p. 42 •. 
'llibid., P• 164. 
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between officers78 and the crew. Even their reactions to war were quite 
different. The sailors dreaded risking their lives, while the officers, 
on the other hand, saw the conflict as a means for gaining glory and 
promotion. 
This hostile contrast between the feelings with which the 
common seamen and the officers of the Neversink looked 
forward to this more than possible war, is one· of the ma.ny 
instances that might be quoted to show the antagonism of 
their interests, the incurable antagonism in which they 
dwell. But can men, whose interests are diverse, ever hope 
to live together in a har.mo~ uncoerced? Can the brother-
hood of the race of mankind ever hope to prevail in a man-
of-war, where one man's bane is almost anotherts blessing? 
By abolishing the scourge, shall we do away tyr~; that 
tyranny which must ever prevail, where of two essentially 
antagonistic classes in perpetual contact, one is immeasur-
ab]zy" the stronger?· Sure]zy" it seems all but impossible. 
And as the ver.y object of a man-of-war, as its name implies, 
is to fight the ver.y battles so natural]zy" averse to the 
seamen; so long as a man-of-war exists, it must ever remain 
a picture of much that is tyrannical and repelling in human 
nature.79 
In conflict there is drama, and Melville was quick·to recognize 
that in the floating world of a man-of-war were ali the problems and 
7BThat ~elville was discussing general problems in White-Jacket 
rather than criticizing any particular individuals is made clear in a 
letter which he wrote to Richard Henry Dana on May 1, 1850. . 
Will you excuse me from telling you--or rather from putting 
on pen-&-ink record over my name, the real nam~s of the 
individuals who officered the frigate. I am ver.y loath to 
do so, because I have never indulged in ~ ill-1fill or 
disrespect for them, personally; & shrink from anything that 
approaches to a personal identification of them with charac-
ters that were only intended to furnish samples of a tribe 
--characters, also, which possess some not wholzy complimentary 
traits. If you think it worth knowing,--I will tell you all, 
when I next have the pleasure of seeing you face to face. 
Jay Leyda, The Melville Log: A Documentary Life of Herman Melville 
1819-1891 I~ew York: Harcourt,Brace and Company, 1951), p. 374. 
79Me1ville, White-Jacket, pp. 203-204. 
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struggles of mankind. Already he had conceived the idea of a ship as a 
microcosm o.f all society. Men· o:f all walks o:f li:fe and masters o:f every 
trade were gathered in the :forecastle. 
Indeed, :from a :frigate.ts crew might be culled out men 
o:f all callings and vocations, :from a backslidden parson 
to a broken-down comedian. The Navy is the asyium :for the 
perverse, the home o:f the unfortunate. Here the sons o:f 
adversity meet the children o:f calamity, and here the 
children o:f calamity meet the o:f:fspring o:f sin. Bankrupt 
brokers, boot-blacks, blacklegs, and blacksmiths here 
assemble together; and cast-away tinkers, watchmakers, 
quill-drivers, cobblers, doctors, :farmers, and law,yers 
compare past experiences and talk o:f old times. Wrecked 
on a desert shore, a man-o:f-wars crew could quickly :found 
an Alexandria by themseJ.ves, and :fill it with all the 
things which go to make up a capital. 
Freqp.ehtJ..y, at one and the saine time, you see every trade 
in operation on the gun-deck--coopering, carpentering, tailor-
ing, tinkering, blacksmithing, rope-making, preaching, 
gambling, and :fortune telling.80 · 
But scattered through this motley crew were some o:f the :finest men that 
Melville was ever to know. 
First and :foremost was Jack Chase, our noble :first captain 
o:f the top. He was a Briton, and a true-blue; tall and 
well-knit, with a clear open eye, a :fine broad brow, and an 
abounding nut-brown beard. . No man ever had a better heart 
or a bolder~ He was loved by·the seamen, and admired by the 
o:f:ficers; and even when the captain spoke to him, it was with 
a slight . air o:f respect. Jack was a :frank and charming man. 8l: 
Melville was proud to be one o:f the main-top men, all of whom were 
passionately devoted to their captain. An expert seaman and a romantic 
espouser of the rights o:f man, Jack was an accomplished gentleman. 
Although the portrait o:f this stalwart captain o:f the main-top seems 
~elville, White-Jacket, p. 82. 
81 
·Ibid., p. 25. 
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idealized, it is probably a replica of the glowing image of an actual 
seaman whom Melville was to ever after carry in his memory, for on the 
rolls of the United States ~ppears the name of John J. Chaseo8a Admiral 
.Franklin, who confessed in later years that he did not remember Melville 
as a seaman at all, verified the favorable recollection of Jack Chase. 
In his book he speaks of a certain seaman, Jack Chase, who 
was Captain of the maintop, of whom I have a very distinct 
recollection. He was about as fine a speciman of seaman as 
I have ever seen in all my cruising. He was not only that, 
but he was a man of intelligence, and a born leader. His 
top-mates adored him, although he kept them up to the mark, 
and made every man do hi,s share of the work~8.) · 
.A:rry man befriended by Jack Chase was fortunate indeed. One such 
sailor was the poet Lemsford~ who continued to write his epics and sonnets 
under the most trying circumstances. Lemsford too.has been identified 
as one of Melville's actual crewmates. Charles Roberts Anderson identifies 
him as George W. Wallace, Ordinary Seaman. 
The ornate style of the Journal of a Cruis~ in the Frigate 
United States itself suggests the-hand of an-ambitious 
young poet, especially since it contains several fragments 
of poetry that were evidently the author's own. handiwork. 
But this alone would not be· enough to identify the Ship •.s 
Scribe as Lemsford. Good luck has saved for posterity what 
would seem to be the only one of the Songs of· the Sirens 
that escaped destruction. Tucked in between-the leaves of 
the Log Book of the United States, as though hasti~ con-
cealed from uncongenial and prying eyes, has been found a 
poem of twelve lines, written in the identical autograph 
82 In Mel ville t s declining years he was to remember with warmth 
his friendship for Jack Chase. The dedication of his last work, Billy 
Budd, Foretopman, reads, .WWherever that great heart may now be here on 
Earth or harbored in Paradise, Captain of the main-top in the year 1843 
in the u. S. Frigate 'United States. r n: · 
8.1Raymond M. Weaver, Herman Melville (New York: George H. Doran 
Company, 1921), pp. 234-235. 
Q-
of the Journal and headed: hRespectfullJr4inscribed to J.J.C. by his Sincere Friend. G. W. W. 1 
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Melville has described Lemsford as a man of UWit, imagination~ feeling~ 
and humour in. abundance, mB5 a combinatio:q one would not expect to find 
in a forecastle. It must have been a joy to find a literar.r soulmate 
among such a erew. 
It was Lemsford who introduced White Jacket to Nord~ a romantic 
character who wore a perpetual frown and never made the faintest allusion 
to the past. He was extremely well read and a serious thinker. 
The man was a marvel. He amazed me, as much as Coleridge 
did the troopers among whom he enlisted. What could have 
induced such a man to enter a man-of-war~ all my sapience 
cannot fathom. .And how he . managed to preserve his dignity, 
86 as he did, among such a rabble rout~ was equally a myster.r. 
Yet perhaps the most admirable seaman aboard the Neversink was. 
the venerable Ushant, who dared defy the whole Navy Department rather 
than part with his beard. Flogged, ironed, and thrown in the ·brig, he 
would only qpietly remark, RMy beard is my own, sirl n87 Certainly such 
independence and passive resistance against unreasoning authority is 
needed in every age. 
In spite of the manly qualities displayed by some of the seamen 
in White-Jacket, Melville stated firmly that he felt that he had .been 
objective in his presentation. 
8h..Anderson, Melville in ~ South Seas~ pp. 366-367. 
8~elville, White-Jacket~ p. 51. 
86Ibid., p. 289. 
87 Ibid., p. 344. 
Be it here, once and for all, understood, that no senti-
mental and theoretic love for the common sailor; no 
romantic belief in that peculiar noble-heartedness and 
exaggerated generosity of disposition fictitiously im-
puted to him in novels; and no prevailing desire to gain 
the reputation of being his friend, have actuated me in 
anything I have said, in any part of this work touching 
the gross oppression under w~ch· I know that the sailor 
suffers. Indifferent as to who may be the parties con-
cerned, I but desire to see wrong things righted, and· 
equal justice administered to all.88 
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Melville blamed naval practices for the conditions in the forecastle, 
but he shows that he was under no mistaken illusions about the seamen 
themselves. 
Like pears closely packed, the crowded crew mutually decay 
through close contact, and every plague-spot is contagious. 
Still more, from this same close confinement--so far as it 
affects the common sailors--arise other evils, so direful 
that they will hardly bear even so much as an allusion. 
l'tJhat too many seamen are when ashore is very well known; 
but what some of them become when completely cut off from 
shore indulgences can hardly be imagined by landsmen. The 
sins for which the cities of the plain were overthrown 
still linger in some of these wooden~walled Gomorrahs of 
the deep. More than once complaints were made at the mast 
in the Neversink, from which'the deck officer would turn 
away with loathing, refuse to hear them, and command the 
complainant out of his sight. There are evils in men-of-war, 
which, like the suppressed domestic drama of Horace Walpole, 
will neither bear representing, nor reading, and will hardly 
bear thinking of. The landsman who has neither read Walpole t s 
MYsterious Mother, nor Sophocles's Oedipus Tyrannus, nor the 
Roman story of Count Cenci, dramatised by Shelley, let that 
landsman guardedly remain in his ignorance of even worse 
horrors than these, _and forever abstain from seeking to 
draw aside this veil.B' 
Suggestive as this passage is of untold horrors in the forecastle, 
Melville never dwells on these evils. Thomas L. Philbri~k, a Melville 
88Melville, White-Jacket, p. 289. 
B9Ibid., P• 353. 
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scholar, has suggested that Melville used as a source for much of the 
material in White-Jacket, a book written in 1839 by William McNally 
entitled Evils and Abuses in the Naval and Merchant Service Exposed. 
Mr. Philbrick traces many parallels and has fouhd good support for his 
theor.y that Bland, the wicked master-at-arms, who had been the brains 
behind the smuggling operations aboard the Neversink, was actually based 
on a character named Sterritt in McNally's book. But if Melville has 
appropriated incidents from the earlier book, he has omitted many of the 
more lurid incidents. Nowhere does he make reference rtto the use of 
cats-o'-nine tails which have been soaked in brine, to homosexual 
officers, and to· the orgies that occur when women are allowed aboard.n90 
America could not hope to build a strong Navy without improving 
conditions so that young men of good calibre would be tempted to enlist. 
White-Jacket was one of a series of pleas for Congress and the public to 
take cognizance of the need for reform. Charles R. Anderson has pointed 
out the timeliness of its publication. nHowever slight its influence 
may have been as propaganda, most of the reforms advocated in its elo-
quent pages were subsequently ef.fected.n~l 
The latter part of the nineteenth century was to see the common 
man emerge as the dominating force in America. Seamen could demand good 
treatment and fair wages. Melville's passionate exhortations were soon 
9°Thomas 1. Philbrick, 11Another Source .for White-Jacket,rr 
American Literature,XXIX (Ja:nu.a:ry,1958), p. 437. 
'lcharles Roberts Anderson, ttA Reply to Herman Melville ts White-
Jacket by Rear Admiral Thomas 0. Selfridge, Sr., rt American Literature 
VII (May ,1935), p. 123. ' 
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forgotten, but posterity has recognized what his contemporaries ignored 
--that the seamen had as their spokesman a man who saw in their problems, 
the problems of the world. 
CHAPTER V 
BUCCANEERS, SMUGGLERS, AND SLA.VERS 
Then said the rover 
To his jolly crew, 
Up with the black flag 
Downwith the blue, 
Fire ~n the main-top, 
Fire on the bow, 
Fire on the gun deck, 
Fire down below. 
- Old Ballad 
The men in the forecastles of whalers, merchantmen, and frigates 
could never have been described as 111<jolly crews 111 even by the most romantic 
fiction writers. In those days of long hours, bad food, and the constant 
fear of the lash, man;r a common seaman must have thought longingly of the 
comparatively free life of the ocean rover. Of all the lawless men who 
roamed the seven seas, the buccaneers most appealed to the romantic imagi-
nation of their more respectable fellowmen. Wreckers and slavers were 
shunned by society, even though land sharks might lure seamen to destruc-
tion and merchants might continue to make a good profit on the slave 
trade. The thought of men lying in wait, like giant spiders, on lonely 
sandspits and islands hoping to lure unwar.r vessels ashore with false 
lights and signals was abhorrent even to men who were not too careful 
about honesty in their own business transactions. 
The genuine pirate, properly equipped for a desperate lot, 
who has his swift keel beneath him and is wafted whereso-
ever he lists on canvas wings, encounters, it is true, an 
existence of peril; yet there is something exhilarating 
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and romantic in his dashing career o£ incessant peril: he 
is ever on the wing, and ever amid novelty; there is some-
thing about his life that smacks o£ genuine warfare, and 
his existence becomes as much more respectable as the old-
fashioned highwayman on his mettlesome steed was superior 
to the sneaking footpad who leaped £rom behind a thicket and 
bade the unarmed pedestrian stand and deliver. But the 
wrecker-pirate takes his victim at a disadvantage, £or he 
is not a genuine freebooter o£ the sea. He shuns an able 
£oe and strikes the crippled. Like the shark and the eagle, 
he delights to prey on the carcass rather than to strike the 
living quarry .1 
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Most fiction writers felt the same horror expressed b.1 John 
Greenleaf Whittier in his poem about the wreckers o£ Block Island who 
lured the Palatine to her doom. 
Into the teeth o£ death she sped~ 
(May God £orgi ve the hands that £ed 
The false lights over the rocky Headl)2 
Even after the American coastline had been protected against wreckers by 
lighthouses and coast guard patrols, nefarious activities continued in 
the waters south o£ Florida. The British government willingly closed 
its eyes to the piratical depredations in the Bahamas. In Captain Co££in r s 
lBrantz Mayer, ed., Captain Canot;or, Twenty Years o£ an African 
Slaver, (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1854), p. 41. --
2Although the famous legend o£ the Palatine had been told to 
John Greenleaf Whittier by Mr. James Hazard, a citizen·o£ Rhode Island, 
Block Islanders to this day protest that the tale which bas given their 
ancestors such a black name had little £actual basis. Mrs. Ethel Colt 
Ritchie has discussed possible reasons .for the legend. "Block IslandS 
.famous legend o.f the ship Palatine, attended by the myth o.f the Palatine 
Light, is one o.f the most wide~ known tales o.f the North Atlantic isles. 
There are .few others which have been compounded o.f so little truth and 
so much .fanciful .fiction. Sung o.f repeatedly in both prose and poetry, 
with much o.f its original .facts buried in layer upon layer o.f super-
stition, ignorance and imagination, the ill-.fated Palatine's true-story 
beginning is almost a matter o.f pure conjecture." Ethel Colt Ritchie, 
Block Island: Lore and Legends (West Orange, N.J.: Midland Press, 
1955), p. 75 -- --
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short story ItA Black Cat 1 s Wonderful Instinct" he wrote of the need for 
more lighthouses in that part of the world. 
It were a shame that this here place weren't lighted.up 
long afore it were; but, you see, it were all English 
grounds, and they didn't want it lighted 'cause the Nassau 
wrackers made a livin' out of the wracks that were caused 
by its not bein' lighted, and there weren't no British 
ships as went that way.3 
By the nineteenth century, the American government had set up 
lighthouses off the Florida Keys, but duty on the desolate islands was 
dangerous. In Jack Tier when the Molly Swash arr~ves at one of the 
islands in the Dry Tortugas, the lonely lighthouse is dark; its keeper 
missing. Harry Mulford discovers the reason for its desertion when he 
sees the lighthouse keeper and his son imprisoned in the hold of the 
Mexican ship which is waiting to receive the Molly: Swash's contraband 
cargo. When the ship overturns in a sudden storm, the keeper and his 
son are drowned, thus turning the kidnapping into murder. It is not 
surprising that it was sometimes difficult to .find people willing.to man 
such lonely outposts. 
Wreckers may have been a danger to the seaman, but they were, 
after all, land pirates who only took their plunder from the sea. Al-
though sailors were not usually over-scrupulous in their moral values, 
they had respect .for the vessels they sailed and could hardly conceive 
of deliberate destruction of a ship. When Captain Wilder in Cooper's 
novel The Red Rover threatened his ship with destruction by continuing 
to pile on sail in the teeth of a storm, the crew of the Caroline begin 
3capt. R. F. Coffin, An Old Sailor's Yarns (New York: Funk & 
Wagnalls, 1884), p. 92. - --
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to mutter uneasily. Knighthead, the mate, warns the men to abandon the 
ship, certain that an:y man who would deliberately wreck a vessel must 
be iil alliance with the devil. 
o:r have heard it said, by older seafaring men than any in 
this ship, tv· he continued, 11that the devil has been known 
to send one of his mates ~board a lawful trader, to lead 
her astray among shoals and quicksands, in order that he 
might make a wreck, and g~t his share of the salvage among 
the souls of the people.tt4 . 
Knighthead is an experienced seaman who has seen long service, but he 
shares the fears of all such uneducated men of the sea. 
I have seen all services, and handled every rig, from a 
lugger to a double decker l Few men can sa:y more in their 
own favour than myself, for the little I know has been got 
by much hardship, and small schooling. But what matters 
information, or even seamanship, against witchcraft, or the 
workings of one whom I don't choose to name, seeing·there· 
is no use in offending any gentleman unnecessarily? I 
say, brothers, that this ship is packed upon in a tashion 
that no prudent seaman ought to, or would, allow .. r.tO 
B.r the time America had a truly native literature, the adventures 
of pirates along her coast had alreaqy become legendary. American novel-
ists had instinctively adopted the romance as their form of expression, 
but one of the chief characteristics of the romance is that it should be 
set in a former age. This new nation was sadly limited in folklore and 
literary tradition, a fact which seriously bothered Cooper. 
The history of this country has very little to aid the 
writer of fiction, whether the scene be laid on the land 
or on the water. With the exception of the well known, 
though meagre incidents connected with the career of Kidd, 
indeed, it would be very difficult to turn to a .single 
4James Fenimore Cooper, The Red Rover (New York: W. A. Townsend 
and Company, 1859), P• 244. 
5Ibid., PP• 245-246. 
nautical occurrence on this part of the continent in the 
hope of conferring on a work of the imagination any portion 
of that peculiar gharm which is derived from facts clouded 
a little b,y time. . 
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Thus it was natural that for stories of adventure made glamorous b.1 the 
passage of time, American novelists turned to stories of buccaneers and 
smugglers. The history of piracy.was as old as the story of maritime 
shipping itself. The early buccaneers had been privateers dedicated to 
destroy Spanish shipping. It was, however, an easy step from privateering 
to pirating. America was to make this discovery after the Revolution. 
"So congenial, in fact, did our provincial seamen find privateering, that 
many could not bear to give it up when peace was concluded. In conse-
quence, not a few were hanged in chains on Bird Island or Nixrs Mate, 
whereby every passing seaman might gain a moral lesson.m7 
Although the Caribbean remained the favorite haunt of buccaneers, 
they often frequented the bays and inlets along the American coast where 
they were welcomed by colonial government officials. The Acts of Trade 
and Navigation required that all American shipping be carried in British 
ships and be subjected to whatever freight charges and tariffs the 
English arbitrarily imposed. Smugglers and pirates found a rea~ market 
for their ill-gotten cargos among colonial men chafing under British 
restrictions. 
Carolina was one of the first colonies to open its doors 
to the buccaneers, and other colonies and plantations soon 
followed. Rhode Island offered harbour facilities. 
6cooper, The Red Rover, p. vii. 
?samuel Eliot Morison, ~Maritime History of Massachusetts, 
1783-1860 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin and Company, 1941), P• 29. 
Pennsylvania was full of merchants ready to buy without 
asking questions. In Massachusetts pirates were always 
sure of a welcome, and ig Boston they were almost given 
the .freedom of the city. 
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Even English governors and representatives of the crown were eager to 
share in the profits of smuggling. James Fenimore Cooper based The 
Water-Witch on the corruption of the men governing the colonies. When 
Master Seadrift, one of the freebooters, is captured by a royal cruiser, 
the leader of the smugglers applies directly to Lord Cornbury, Governor 
of New York, .for aid. 
Though the degenerate descendant of the great Clarendon had 
not hesitated to lend his office to cloak the irregular and 
unlawful trade that was then so prevalent in the American 
seas, he had paid the sickly but customar.r deference to virtue, 
of refusing on all occasions to treat personally with its 
agents. Sheltered behind his official and personal rank, he 
had soothed his feelings by tacitly believing that cupidity 
is less venal when its avenues are hidden; and that in pro-
tecting his station from an immediate contact with its 
ministers, he had discharged an important, and for one in his 
situation, an imperative duty. Unequal to the exercise of 
virtue itself, he thought he had done enough in preserving 
some of its seemliness. Though far from paying even this 
slight homage to decency, in his more ordinary habits, his 
pride of rank had, on the subject of so coarse a failing, 
induced him to maintain an appearance which his pride of 
character would not have suggested.9 
When Lord Cornbury is threatened by the Skimmer of the Seas that the 
matter will be taken up with someone more powerful than himself, Lord 
Cornb~ immediately assumes that the new governor has alreaqy come to 
an agreement w.i th the smugglers and he is delighted that the U:i.mmaculate 
and reforming, representative of my royal cousin has bitten of the golden 
8Patrick Pringle, Jollz Roger: The Stoj)" of the Great Age 2£. 
Piracy .(New York: W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1953 , PP• 127-128. 
9James Fenimore Cooper, The Water-Witchj or, The Skimmer of the 
~ (New York: W. A. Townsend and Company, 186o);-p. 350. --
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bait, and proves a true colony governor after alll ll!lO 
As long as the profits outweighed the risks, piracy continued 
to flourish. In Piracy Was ! Business, Cyrus Karraker has listed the 
conditions that tempted ord~ seamen to join pirate ships. 
When we seek to classify the causes of piracy, the follow-
ing we discover to be the most important; war, which 
always dislocated and impoverished the mass of society; the 
brutal treatment of seamen, both on merchant ships and war-
ships; the degrading poverty of artisans and unskilled 
laborers almost everywhere, and the peonage of the Newfound-
land fishermen in particular; and the promotion and abetting 
of pir~cy by merchants. Contemporar,r observers of the scene 
agreed unanimously that privateering was the chief breeder 
of piracy. This was the plundering of the enemy with govern-
ment t s sanction.; Following a war, the plunder of all mankind 
was the easy transition for the privateers.ll 
Furthermore, the deplorable conditions aboard lawful vessels often tempted 
seamen to leave their hopeless situations for one which offered opportuni-
ty for both profit and adventure. Nathaniel Ames had commented on this 
fact in his Nautical Reminiscences. 
One cause of the piracies, now so alarmingly frequent on 
the American coasts and on board American merchantmen, is 
undoubtedly the tyranny and ill usage of the petty despots 
of skippers, a species of torment rendered more intolerable 
from the close intimacy and confinement on board a ship at 
sea.l2 
Cooper was well aware of the temptations that lured the poor 
seamen to the comparatively free life of ocean rovers. In addition to 
the reasons listed by Karraker and Ames, there was also the bitter 
lOcooper, The Water-Witch, p. 354. 
lleyrus Karraker, Piracy Was A. Business (Rindge, New Hampshire: 
Richard P. Smith Publisher Inc., 1953), pp. 227-228. 
12Nathaniel Ames, Nautical Reminiscences (Hartford: W. Marshall 
& Co., 1832), p. 35. 
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feeling which most Americans had toward impressment for service on 
British warships. Cooper's own observations when he had sailed before 
the mast on the Sterling, had awakened a sense of injustice which is 
reflected in many of his novels. In The Water-Witch as Master Tiller, 
a smuggler under the command of the Skimmer of the Sea, passes in a 
periagua under the bow of the British cruiser, Coquette, he dares 
challenge its Captain Ludlow who is searching for the illegal traders. 
He refuses to accept the offer of a visit aboard for fear he will be 
forcibly detained. He and Captain Ludlow converse: 
t!Her Majesty,~s pennants are long, and wh~n they get foul 
around the limbs of a thoroughly-bred sea-dog, it passes all 
his art to clear the jam. . It is most worth of remark that 
the better the seaman, the less his power to cast loose the 
knotlm 
"If the pennant be so long, it may reach further than you 
wishJ--But a bold volunteer has no occasion to dread a press.~ 
tq fear the berth I wish is filled, u returned the other, 
curling his lip: 1tJ.et draw the fore-sheet, lad; we will take 
our departure, leaving the fly of the pennant well under our 
lee.nl3 . 
When the Patroon, who is engaged in a trade agreement with the 
smugglers, chides Master Tiller for his audacityJ the seaman comments 
that the men ·of the royal cruiser obviously intend to add him to their 
crew. 
ll'That Captain Ludlow would gladly take some of us out 
of this boat, by fair means or by foul, is a fact clear as 
a bright star in a cloudless night; and, well lal.owing a 
seaman 1 s duty to his superiors, I shall leave him to his 
choice.Ui · 
!:In which case you will shortly eat Her Majesty's bread, rn 
.13cooper, The Water-Witch, p. 49. 
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pit~ returned the Alderman. 
ttThe .food is unpalatable, and I reject it.n-l4 
Master Tiller prefers the .freedom of the Water-Witch to the restrictions 
of the royal navy. 
In The Wing-and-Wing, Ithuel Bolt joins the crew of a French 
privateer in the hopes of revenging the British for his impressment in 
the British Navy. "The Proserpine was the bane of this man•s life; and 
he not only hated every stick and e-very t:imb er in her, but every officer 
and man who was attached to her--the king, whose colors she wore, and 
the nation whose interest she served.ti1..5 Even in the small Italian port 
where their ship has anchored rt:the vice-governatore has heard the name 
of Raoul Yvard, and even that o.f le Feu-Follett, which the malignancy of 
a bitter war had blackened nearly to the hues of piracy. uJ..6 Of course, 
Ithuel is a Yankee and is not averse to making a profit, but his pr±mar.y 
motive is revenge. 
Unnurtured, and in many respects, unprincipled as he was, 
he had his clear conceptions of the injustice of which he 
had been one among thousands of other victims; and, at that 
moment, he would have held life itself as a cheap sacrifice 
could he have had his fill of revenge.. Time and again while 
a captive on board the English ship in which he had been 
immured for years, had he meditated the desperate expedient 
of blowing up the vessel; and had not the means been wanting, 
mercenary and selfish as he ord:iriarily seemed, he was every 
way eqp.al to executing so dire a scheme, in order to put an 
end to the lives of those who were the agents in wronging 
14cooper, The Water-Witch, p. 5o. 
15 James Fenimore Cooper, The 'WJ.n.g-and-Wing; or, Le Feu Follett 
(New York: W. A~ Townsend and Company, 1860),P.l37. --
16Ibid., P• 130. 
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him, and his own sufferings together.l7 
Long before Cooper popularized stories of pirates and smugglers, 
American readers had enjoyed accounts of the exploits of pirates such as 
Captain Kidd, Blackbeard, and Charles Vane. As early as 1802 Captain 
Charles Johnson had written The History of Black Beard & Roche, Two Noted 
- - - _.::.;..;....;....;;.~ 
pzrates~ Giving~ Account£!. their Robberies~ Murders, ~their 
final Overthrow. Blaekbeard was a psychopath far more fearsome than ~ 
of the fictional pirates. His most noticable feature was the huge beard 
from which he derived his name. 
This beard was black, which he suffered to grow of an ex-
travagant length; as to breadth, it came up to his eyes; 
be was accustomed to twist it with ribbons, in small tails, 
after the manner of our Ramellie t s wigs, and turn them 
about his ears; in time of action, be wore a sling over his 
shoulders like bandaliers; he wore a fur-cap, and stuck a 
lighted match on each side, under it, which appearing on 
each side his .face, his eyes naturally looking fierce and 
wild, made him altogether such a figure, that imagination 
cannot form an idea of a fury from hell to look more 
fright:ful..J.8 
Lest anyone doubt that he was allied with the devil, he once remained in 
a hold filled with pots of burning brimstone until all his men cried out 
.for mercy. He tl!married117 fourteen times, twelve of his wives being alive 
at the same time. His fourteenth wife was a girl of sixteen, but his 
women meant as little to him as men's lives. 
His behaviour in this state was something extraordina.!y; 
for, while his sloop lay in Okericock inlet, and he ashore 
at a plantation, where his wife lived, with whom, after he 
had lain all night, it was his custom to invite five or 
17cooper, The Wing-and-Wing, pp. 81-82. 
18captain Charles Johnson, The History of Black Beard & Roche, 
~Noted ?yrates (Salem, Massachusetts, 1802),-p. 16. -
six of his brutal companions to. come ashore, and he would 
force her to prostitute herself to them all, one after 
another, before his face.l9 
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Fictional pirates pale in contrast to Blackbeard. The romantic 
novelists preferred to write about more gentlemanly pirates such as the 
legendar,r Captain Kidd. 
Captain Ki.dd is probably the best known pirate of all. In 
popular esteem he is almost the apotheosis of the pirate 
captain--bold and dashing, ruthless and bloodthirsty, a 
tyrant over his crew and the terror of the high seas. His 
place in pirate literature is unique. More ink has been 
spilt about him than a~one else in the trade. Yet few 
pirates spilt less blood. The legend of Captain Kidd, ace 
pirate, is only a legend.20 
It mattered little that his buried treasure was probably non-existent and 
that he often could not control his crew. There was much in his adven-
tures that appealed to the popular imagination. Captain Kidd was a 
daring, if unscrupulous, captain who originally had been outfitted and 
financed by such an important figure as Lord Bellamont, governor of the 
Barbardoes, and bore the king's co~ission to rid the seas of French ships 
and pirates. Like so ma~ other men before him, he soon ceased to differ-
entiate between French ships and those of other nations. Because he had 
faith that his influential friends could save him, he sailed boldly into 
Boston although he knew a price had been placed on his head. Lord 
Bellamont had had enough, however, and Captain Kidd barely had time to 
secrete his treasure in some lonely spot on the New England coast before 
he was captured and hanged. His treasure was never found, which gave 
19 Johnson, The History of Black Beard ~ Roche, PP• 3-4. 
2~ingle, Jolly Roger, pp. J.4B ... J.49. 
rise to many exciting rumors. 
Some reported the treasure to have been buried in solitary, 
unsettled placed about Plymouth and Cape Cod; but by degrees, 
various other parts, .not only on the eastern coast but along 
the shores of the Sound, and even Manhattan and Long Island 
were gilded b,y these rumors. In fact the vigorous measures 
of Lord Bellamont had spread sudden consternation among the 
pirates in every part of the provinces; they had secreted 
their money and jewels in lonely out-of-the-way places, 
about the wild shores of the sea coast, and dispersed them-
selves over the country. The hand of justice prevented 
many of them from ever returning to regain their buried 
treasures, which remain to this day thus secreted, and are 
irrecoverably lost.2l . 
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One of the first to popularize the :myth of Captain Kidd' s buried 
treasure was Washington Irving in his Tales of ~ Traveller. In his sketch 
'JJK:i.dd the Piratefli he told how Captain Kidd, tta hardy adventurer, a kind 
of equivocal borderer, half trader, half smuggler, with a tolerable dash 
of the pickaroon,n22 was commissioned to seek out the pirates, but in-
stead turned pirate himself, ending his life at the end of a rope at 
Execution Dock in England. 
Such is the main outline of Kidd•s histor,t; but it has given 
birth to an innumerable progeny of traditions. The circum-
stance of his having buried great treasures of gold and jewels 
after returning from his cruising set the brains of all the 
good people along·the coast in a ferment. There were rttmors 
on rumors of great sums found here and there; sometimes in one 
part of the country, sometimes in another; of trees and rocks 
bearing mysterious marks; doubtless indicating the spots where 
treasure lay hidden. Of coins found with Moorish characters, 
the plunder of Kidd•s eastern prize, but which the common 
people took for diabolical or magic inscriptions.23 
·.' 
2~he Pirate's Own Book (Salem, Massachusetts: Marine Research 
Society, reprinted 1924; original publication, Boston, 1837), pp. 188-189. 
22washington Irving, tLKidd the Pirate, w Tales of a Traveller 
(Boston: De Wolfe, Fiske & Co., n.d. )., p. 210. --
23Ibid., p. 211. 
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Among the tales of those·who dug for Kidd 1s treasure are such popular 
nan-ati ves as ttThe Devil and Tom Walker, lfl UW'olfert Webber; or, Golden 
Dreams, tt and ttAdventure of Sam, the Black Fisherman. rt Perhaps each of 
the heroes would have done well to take the advice which the mysterious 
stranger in ttwolfert Webbertt gave to Peecby Prauw, who is telling of the 
various hoards of treasure buried b,r buccaneers along the coast of New 
York. 
WHeark'ee neighbor,u said he, with significant nodding of 
the head, uyou 1d better let the buccaneers and their money 
alone--they're not for old men and old women to meddle with. 
They fought hard for their' money, they gave body and soul 
for it, and wherever it lies buried, depend upon it he must 
have a tug with the devil who gets it. 11124 
Usually the treasure remained well hidden, but if, as in the case of Tom 
Walker, the devil allowed the booty to be found, the hero and his ill 
gotten gains came to a ten-ible end which served as fair warning to al1 
greedy men. 
The rumors of Captain Kidd's hidden treasure naturally appealed 
to the romantic imagination of Edgar Allan Poe who used a chart marking 
the location of the buried booty as backgl'ound for his short story ttThe 
Gold Bug.u As Mr. Legrand explained to his friend, when a parchment was 
found marked with the symbols of a death's head and a young goat or kid, 
the hieroglyphical signature of the notorious pirate, he realized immedi-
ately that it must indicate the whereabouts of the missing treasure which 
was rumored buried along the Atlantic coast. 
These rumors must have had some foundation in fact. And that 
the rumors have existed so long and so continuous, could have 
24rrving, "Wolfert Webber; or, Golden Dreams, t11 Tales of ~ 
Traveller, p. 243. 
resulted, it appeared to me, only from the circumstance 
of the burled treasures still remaining entombed. Had 
Kidd concealed his plunder for a tiJne, and afterward re-
claimed it, the rumors would scarcely have reached us in 
the present unvarying form. You will observe that the 
stories told are all about money-seekers, not about money-
finders. Had the pirate recovered his money, there the 
affair would have dropped. It seemed to me that some 
accident--say the loss of a memorandum indicating its 
locality--had deprived him of the means of recovering it, 
and that t!rl.s accident had become known to his followers, 
who otherwise might never have heard that the treasure 
had been concealed at all, and who, busying themselves in 
vain, because unguided attempts to regain it, had given 
first birth, and then universal currency, to the reports 
which are now so common. 25 
2o6 
James Fenimore Cooper also made use of the legends of unrecover-
ed treasure as a sub-plot in ~ Sea Lions. A dying sailor by the name 
of Daggett confides to Deacon Pratt that he possesses a chart which marks 
the location of a buried treasure. He feels certain that the only other 
seaman who had known of the treasure has recently been killed by a whale. 
The life and movements of a sailor are usua.lly as eccentric 
as the career of a comet. After the loss of the sealing 
vessel, Daggett remained in the West Indies and on the 
Spanish Main for some time, until falling into evil compa-
ny he was imprisoned on a charge of piracy, in company 
with one who better deserved the imputation. While in the 
same cell, the pirate had made a relation to Daggett of all 
the incidents of a very eventful life. Among other things 
revealed was the fact that, on a certain occasion, he and 
two others had deposited a very considerable amonnt of 
·treasure on a key that he described very :minutely and which 
he now bestowed on Daggett as some compensation for his 
present unmerited sufferings, his companions having both 
been drowned by the upsetting of their boat on the return 
f'rom the key in question. Subsequentll, this pirate had 
been executed, and Daggett liberated.2 
25Edgar Allan Poe, ltThe Gold Bu.g, 111 Works, Vol. V (New York: 
Funk & Wagnalls Company, 1904), pp. 44-45. 
26James Fenimore Cooper, The Sea Lions; or, The Lost Sealers 
(New York: W. A. Townsend and Company, 1850), p:-47-.--
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The Deacon orders Captain Gardiner to sail. to this island 
on his way back from his sealing expedition, and though Gardiner has 
misgivings as to their rights to the money, he agrees to do so. He 
successful:cy- locates the island and digs up the treasure, which he later 
turns over to the dying Deacon. ttThe pieces are all of gold, and there 
are just one hundred ~d forty-three of them,--heavy doubloons, it is 
true, and I dare say well worth their sixteen dollars each.ll27 For this 
he had risked his ship and men. 
The concept of the gentleman pirate popularized in England b.Y 
Scott and in America by Cooper set the pattern for later novelists.28 
"Philosophers, dreamers, and idealists, they find themselves red rovers 
and skimmers of the sea against their desires. The Red Rover and the 
Skimmer are .American patriots, 'With more of the gentleman than of home-
spun. tt-29 Red Rover had served in His Majesty's Navy and would have 
remained loyal to the Crown if he had not been made to feel inferior 
because of his American birth. He was forced into his lawless position 
27cooper, ~ Sea Lions, p. 474. 
28The Captain Kidd myth was equally fascinating to English 
writers and American. Robert Louis Stevenson, who used Xi.dd's buried 
treasure as a basis for his Treasure Island, gave credit to both English 
and .American writers for mald ng stories of buccaneers and buried gold 
popular. In a preface addressed ttTo the Hesitating Purchaser, tt he 
expressed the hope that his romance might be enjoyed as nmch as had the 
works of earlier writers such as: 
1'1Cingston, or Ballantyne the brave 
Or Cooper of the wood and wave.~ 
Robert Louis Stevenson, Works, Vol.. II (New York: The Davos Press, 
l9o6). 
29willia.m Hallam Bonner, ttCooper and Captain Kidd, ttr Modern 
Language Notes,LXI (January,l946), p. 26. 
I 
208 
when the king sought to punish him for attacking a co:mro.ander, who, as 
he explained to Wilder, had ttdared to couple the name of my country w:i.. th 
an epithet I will not wound your ear by repeating."'30 He is always a 
gentleman. Women prisoners aboard his ship are treated with kindness 
and courtesy. When Wilder, who has been sent to capture him, falls so 
completely under his spell as to suggest their taking the females and 
leaving the ship, Red Rover refuses to desert his men. 
~And would it become us, as men to desert those who put 
faith in our fidelity? Mr. Wilder, your proposal would 
make me a villainl Lawless, in the opinion of the world, 
have I long been; but a traitor to my faith and plighted 
word, never J u31 
That Red Rover is far more gentlemanly than Captain Kidd had ever been 
is made evident b,y that speech, for when Captain Kidd was captured he 
had blamed many of his more desperate encounters on the villany of his 
men~who, he said, would have mutinied. His men were no more loyal than 
he, for they tried to avoid hanging ey saying that as connnon seamen they 
had no alternative but to obey their officers. The court's refusal to 
accept this defence led one of Kidd 1 s men, Darb,y Mullens, to comment that 
ttb,e stood in need of nothing to justify him in what was lawful, but the 
case of seamen must be very hard, if they must be brought into such 
danger for obeying the commands of their officers, and punished for not 
obeying them; and if th~ were allowed to dispute the orders, there could 
be no such thing as command kept up at sea. u32 
30oooper, The Red Rover, p. 355. 
3J.Ibid. J p. 354 
32The Pirate's ~Book, p. 186. 
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Love o:f' luxury characterized the gentlemanly pirate leader. 
Red Rover 's cabin can quickly be made into an armed fortress, but it 
is beautif~ and tastefullY furnished. 
The lamp, which swung from the upper deck, was o:f' solid 
silver; and though adapted to its present situation by 
mechanical ingenuity, thel'e was that in its shape and 
ornaments which betrayed it had once been used before 
some shrine of a more sacred character. Massive candle-
sticks, of the same precious metal and which partook of 
the same ecclesiastical formation, were on a venerable 
table, whose mahogany was glittering with the polish of 
half a century, and whose gilded claws and carved sup-
porters bespoke an original destination very different 
from the ordinary service of a ship. A cc:>uch, covered 
with cut velvet, stood along the transom; while a divan 
o:f' blue silk, lay against the bulk-head opposite, mani-
festing, by its fashion, its materials, and its piles 
ot pillows, that even Asia had been made to contribute 
to the ease of its luxurious owner. In addition to these 
prominent articles, there were cut-glass mirrors, plate 
and even hangings; each of which, ·by something peculiar 
in its fashion or materials~ bespoke an origin different 
from that of its neighbor.3) 
The sybarltical taste of the Red Rover is typical of Cooper's 
gentlemen pirates. The cabin of the Water-Witch contains books and 
musical instruments. 
There was a slight hanging of crimson damask around the 
whole apartment; and here and there, a small minor was 
let into the bulkheads and ceilings. All the other parts 
were of a rich mahoga~, relieved by panels of rose-wood, 
that gave an appearance of exquisite finish to the cabin. 
The :floor was covered with a mat of the finest texture, 
and o:f' a fragrance that announced both its freshness, and 
the fact that the jrss had been the growth of a warm and 
luxuriant climate. 
In spite of the richness and taste of their interiors, most 
33cooper, The Red Rover, pp. 91-92. 
34cooper, The Water-Witch, p. 181. 
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fictional pirate ships had a look of wickedness about them that made them 
easy to identify. The Red Rover's ship is graceful and well proportioned, 
but even her p~sical appearance has a bad reputation. 
She was a long black ship, lying low in the water, like 
a snake in the grass, with a desperate wicked look, and 
altogether dishonest dimensions.35 · 
Such a description was fairly standard. In 1856 John Sleeper, under the 
pseudonym Hawser Martingale, published a collection of stories called 
Salt Water Bubbles. In UINed Gasket•s Storytt the sa.J.em ship Horse Mackerel 
en route to St. Thomas met a piratical topsail schooner. 
Indeed, she was a suspicious-looking craft; her masts were 
taunt and tapering, raking far more than is usual with the 
drogher. She sat low in the water, and her hull was long, 
snakish looking, and painted black.36 
ttEneounter with a Pirate, tt a short story in another of JoJ:m Sleeper's 
books, tells of a brig bound for Havana from Boston. Captain A. is quick 
.to suspect that the felucca they encounter is not an hqnest vesseJ.. 
She was a wicked-looking craft, full of men; and it was 
soon seen, through the glass, that they were as ~us 
a looking set of fellows as ever went unha!Jged; and well 
armed with muskets, pistols and cutlasses.37 
Traditionally, of course, a pirate ship could be identified by 
its black flag marked with tb.e skull and crossbones, but in actual 
practice they usua~ carried a number o:f :flags to lull their victims 
into a false sense of security. The Red Rover's own flag is blood red. 
35cooper, The Red Rover,p. 29. 
36Jobn Sherburne Sleeper /Hawser Martingale?, Salt Water Bubbles1 ~' Life~~ Waves (Boston: Wm. J. Reynolds & Gq.,]]56), p. 297. 
37 John Sherburne Sleeper, lf~En.counter w.i.th a Pirate, 1.t Tales of the 
Ocean, and Essays ~the Forecastle (Boston: G. W. Cottrell, lB4oT, p. 319. 
''.A:y~ it is redl I like it better than your gloomy .fields 
of black, with death•s heads, and other childish scarecrows. 
It threatens nothing,; but merely says, 1Such is the price 
at which I am to be bought. 111138 
2ll 
Red Rover, however, carries .flags of all nations as he explains to Wilder. 
As te mere sailing, I am as whimsical as a girl in her 
teel'ls in the choice o.f her ribands. I will often show 
you a dozen in a day. Many is the worthy trader who has 
gone into port with his veritable account of this Dutchman 
or that Dane, with whom he has spoken in the o.f.fing.39 
The showing of .false colors is a device often used by Cooper's 
seamen. When the French privateer, ~ Wing-~·Wing~ is .forced when 
entering an Italian port to show her colors, she displays the English 
ensign, .for there are hostilities between France and Ita:cy-. She is 
nearly caught in her own trap, when the British ship Proserpine enters 
the harbor and signals to her. Ithuel Bolt does not know the code, but 
he does not hesitate. 
Ithuel answered·· promptzy, though what, he did not know him-
self; but he took good care that the flags he showed should 
become so entangled~ as not to be read b,y those in the frigate, 
while they had eve&b appearance of being hoisted fearlessly 
and in good faith.4 
ttC:rui.se of a Guineaman, tt a short story by ·John. GouJ.d, or Jack 
Garnet, as he was more .famili.arly known, which appeared in an 1835 
Knickerbocker makes use of both false .flags and altered appearance to 
dupe the armed vessels of war searching for the slaver. lier ability to 
change from a brig of war to an innocent looking trading vessel enables 
38cooper, The ~ Rover, p. 102. 
39Ibid.' p. 101. 
40cooper, The ~-~-Wing, p. 93. 
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her to pursue her dishonest trade. 
Cooper had used the altered appearance of vessels to escape 
detection freqp.ently. In Jack Tier when Captain Spike, who is smuggling 
guns to Mexico, realizes that a revenue steamer is watching the Molly 
Swash, he quickly converts her from a brig into a schooner. 
The manner in which the metamorphosis was made . was as follows: 
the studding-sail booms had been taken off the topsail-yard, 
in order to shorten it to the eye, and the yard itself was 
swayed up about half mast, to give it the appearance of a 
schooner's fore-yard. The brig's real lower yard was lowered 
on the bulwarks, while her royal yard was sent down altogether, 
and the topgallant-mast was lowered until the heel rested on 
the topsail yard, all of which, in the night, give the gear 
forward very much the appearance of that of a fore-topsail 
schooner, instead of that of a half-rigged brig, as the craft 
really was. As the vessel carried a try-sail on her foremast, 
it answered very well, in the dark, to represent a schooner's 
foresail. Several other little dispositions of this nature 
were made about which it might wear.y the uninitiated to read, 
but whi~h will readily suggest themselves to the mind of a 
sailor.41 
Later when they enter the. Gulf of Mexico, Spike again changes the ap-
pearance of the ship. 1~e caused the br~gts paint to be entirely altered, 
and even went so far towards disguising her as to make some changes 
aloft. n42 
In~ Water-Witch the ~ssel 1 s disguises assume almost a 
mystical quality. Seadrift explains to Captain Ludlow that the feminine 
figurehead conveys messages to those who know how to read them. 
Our mistress is like the insect which takes the color of the 
leaf on which it dwells. Xou have seen her in her sea-green 
robe, which she never fails to wear when roving over the 
41James Fenimore Cooper, Jack Tier; ~' ~Florida Reef (New 
York: Hurd and Houghton, 1866), p:--5"7-.-
42Ibid., p. 137. 
soundings of your American coast; but in the deep waters, 
her mantle vies with the blue of the ocean's depths. 
Symptoms of a change, which always denote an intended 
excursion far beyond the influence. of the land, have been 
seen.43 . 
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Gascoyne, a popular novel by Robert Ballantyne, shows the influ-
ence of Cooper's The Water-Witch. It too has a figurehead of a woman, 
but when the vessel is about to fight, the figure changes to that of a 
scarlet griffin and a scarlet ribbon is run around the sides of the ship. 
The taste and ingenuity of the pirate leaders have been clearly 
shown in the foregoing, but it is interesting to discover what kind of men 
elected to serve under their command. Many of these men were New Englanders 
if we are to believe Nathaniel Ames. 
It has been said, that all, or nearJ:y all, the Americans 
taken on board piratical vessels in the West Indies and 
parts adjoining, are natives of New-England; and it is 
graveJ:y stated as a reason, that in consequence of the 
immense trade between that section of the Union and those 
islands · • • • the crews of the New England vessels trading, 
and occasionally smuggling, in bye-ports, become gradually 
and imperceptibly acquainted with those of piratical 
vessels frequenting these b,ye-ports and obscure harbors, 
for the purpose of refitting their vessels or disposing of 
their plunder; and that these acquaintances ripen into 
intimacies, that terminate in a strong cord with a running 
noose in the end of it.44 
In actuality the members of the pirate crews were probably a desperate 
lot who would as soon mutiny against their own officers as cut the throats 
of their victims. In nNed Gasket's Stor.rn John Sleeper comments that the 
deeds of the pirates became more villainous with the passage of years. 
43oooper, The Water-Witch, p. 312. 
44Nathaniel Ames, ~ Old Sailors Yarns (New York: George 
Dearborn, 1835), p. 56. 
At the commencement of these piracies, the scoundrels con-
tented themselves with robbing the vessel, flogging and 
otherwise maltreating the crew, keel-hauling the skipper, 
and outraging the laqy passengers when they could meet with 
them.. But in a year or two, when great efforts were made to 
capture and hang them, they waxed more cruel and blood-thirsty, 
and murdered in cold blood every living soul they could find 
on board the vessels that they robbed. The horrible acts of 
the pirates, in those days, surpass all that history relates 
of the most desperate and cruel brigands, or salt water 
robbers, in ancient or modern t~es.45 
These desperate robbers were not the popular heroes of the 
romantic pirate stories, however. An 1834 copy of The Kni~kerbocker 
contains a short story by Tyrone Power entitled 1DA True Tho Tough Yam 
about Patty-Go-Ney, and Other Matters 111 which shows the popular concept 
of pirates as gay and debonair. The narrator is aboard a transport on 
which a pirate crew has been imprisoned. 
There vTere not any of your ttyounger son-1iket11 pirates, all 
bloody and bilious, and looking as if their dinners dis-
agreed with them; but gay, live~, good-humoured looking 
robbers, such as it would be quite a pleasure to have one's 
throat cut by--chaps that would land a man over the ship r s 
side, with a hearty squeeze of the fist ,
4
and give him a 
cigar to light himself to the bottom by. 6 
Cooper also had the crews of·his freebooting vessels as gentlemanly and 
courageous as their leaders. Master Tiller is a handsome man of thirty. 
There was, in truth, something in the reckless air; the 
decision, and the ~ attitude of so fine a speciman 
of seaman, that might have attracted notice from those 
who were more practiced in the world than the little crowd 
of admirers he left behind him.47 
!&.5sleeper, ti}Ted Gasket's Story," Salt Water Bubbles, p. 292. 
46Tyrone Power, ItA True Tho Tough Yarn about Patty-Go-Ney, and 
other Matters,tt ~ Knickerbocker,IV (February,l834), P• 137. 
47cooper, ~Water-Witch, p. 39. 
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The crowded, £ilthy fo~ecastles and vermin-infested clothes of 
legitimate seamen have no counterpart on Cooper's piratical and smuggler's 
ships. Master Seadrift, whose £eminine sex is hidden by her jet black . 
whiskers and men's clothing, is ~ far cr.r from Cooper's other disguised 
female, Jack Tier. Jack Tier, who has sailed on regular sailing vessels 1 
has had a harder life than Master Sead:rift who has ·always sailed with 
the freebooters. There is nothing to suggest hardship or harsh treatment 
in Seadrift's outfit. 
The light frock was of a thick purple silk, o£ an Indian 
manufacture, cut with exceeding care to fit. the fine out-
lines of a form that was'rather round than square, active 
than athletic. The loose trowsers were of a fine white 
jean, the cap of scarlet velvet, ornamented with gold, and 
the body was belted with a large cord of scarlet silk, 
twisted in the from of a ship's cable. At the ends of the 
latter, little anchors wrought in bullion were attached as 
gay and fitting appendages.48 . 
Even the ship's boy is clothed like a court page in rose colored silk 
belted in gold: w • •• the form and features of the child were delicate, 
and his air as unlike as possible to the coarse and brusque ma~er of a 
vulgar sbip-boy.~9 Reading this romantic description, one cannot help 
but think of poor Redburn ·slushing ·down the mast a'nd cleaning out the 
pigpen. 
The unrealistic picture of gallant pirates and skimmers of the 
sea created by Cooper continued in the paper-back novels which used the 
sea for a setting until it was superseded by the new interest in the West. 
The fascination which stories about the brigands of the sea had for the 
48cooper, ~Water-Witch, p. 102. 
49Ibid., p. 176. 
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young men of the nineteenth century is attested to b.r the proliferation 
of romances such as Benjamin Barkerts Francesco, The Nymph~ the Ocean, 
and the Bandit of the Ocean; Henry Cheever's The Rival Brothers and The 
Witch of the Wave; Captain Ingraham 1 s The Dancing Star and ~ Ringdove, 
and Lieutenant Murray's Red Rupert: The American Bucanier. ·So fii'Illcy 
is the picture of the gentleman pirate established that when in Gascoyne 
the repenting pirate returns the money he has stolen and escapes to a 
desert island to begin a new life with his family, the reader's sympathy 
is so thoroughly aroused that he approves of the author's desire to keep 
the name and whereabouts of the island a secret. 
We "Will not mention its name; we will not even indicate 
its whereabouts, lest we should furnish a clew to the 
unromantic myrmidons of the law, whose inflexible justice 
is only equalled qy t~eir pertinacity in tracking the 
criminal to his lair.50 
Although the life of a pirate can not be accurately judged by 
the fictional accounts, the attitude which the common seaman had towards 
smuggling is clearly revealed. The line between piracy and smuggling was 
thin, and most merchants were careful not to appear too curious. about a 
good bargain. Captain Ludlow had warned Master Seadrift lt!that the line 
which divides smuggling from piracy is easily passed,~l but few seamen 
worried about the morality of it all. In Cooper's true account of Ned 
Myers, Ned spoke of his own days of smuggling off the coast of Ireland. 
0£ the morality of smuggling I have nothing to say. I 
would not make such a voyage now, if I know myself; but 
poor sailors are not taught to make just distinctions in 
50Robert Ballantyne, Gascoyn,e, The Sandal-wood Trader (Boston: 
Roberts Brothers, 1865), pp. 346-347. - --
51oooper, The Water-Witch, p. 312. 
such things and the merchants must take their share of the 
shame. I fear there are few merchants and fewer se~en, 
men-of-war officers excepted, who will not smugg1e.-'2 
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Even Ben Trysail, one of the most .faithful crewmen aboard the Queen's 
frigate who exerts every effort to apprehend the smugglers, does not 
really see much difference Wbetween passing in a trunk of finery, with 
a duchess's name on the brass plate, or in passing in gin enough to fill 
a cutter 1s hold.w.53 To him it is just the difference between ~ho1esalett 
and ttretail. m It is his duty to catch the 't.Skinnn.er of the Sea tt and he 
will do his duty. 
The rogue has a desperate character as a smuggler, though 
for my o'tm part, I cannot say that I look on such men with 
as unfavorable an eye as some others. This business of 
trade seems to be sort of a chase between one man's wits 
and another man's wits, and the dullest goer must be content 
to fall to leeward. When it comes to be a question of revenue, 
why, he who goes freely is lucky, and he who is caught, a 
prize. I have known a flag officer look the other w.ay, Captain 
Ludlow, when his own effects were passing duty-free; and as 
for your admiral's lady, she is a great patroness of the contra-
brand. I do not deny, Sir, that a smuggler must be caught, 
and when caught condemned, after which there must be fair dis-
tribution among the captors; but all that I mean to say is, 
that there are worse men in the world than your British 
smuggler--such, f~~ instance, as yoUr Frenchman, your Dutch-
man, or your Don • .;;~4 
Jack Tier expresses a similar attitude when she reminisces about Harry 
Mulford and Spike. 
I should like Mulford bet~er if he had a little less con-
science. Conscience may do for Uncle Sam's ships, but it 
is sometimes in the way aboard a trading craft. What can 
52James Fenimore Cooper, ~ r,ers; or, ! Life Before ~ ~ 
(New<~:ork: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1912 , p. 122. 
53cooper, ~Water-Witch, p. 233. 
54Ibid., Pe 232. 
a fellow do with a conscience when dollars is to be smuggled 
off~ or tobacco smuggled ashore? I do suppose I've about as 
much conscience as it is useful to have, and I've got ashore 
in my day twenty thousand dollars t worth of stuff, of one 
sort or another, if I've got ashore the valie of ten dollars. 
But Spike carries on business on too large a scale, and 
many's the time I've told him so.55 
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One characteristic that marked the seamen on both sides of the 
law was superstition and a .fear of the supernatural.. Ili Jack Tier Harry 
Mulford probably owed his life to the quivering consciences and super-
natural fear of the crewmen who thought they had killed him. Although 
the .flashing light clearly outlined him against the wall of the light-
house, the men were eager to get away as quickly as possible. 
The few who might have thrown a little light on the matter 
were discreetly silent, while all that portion of the crew 
which was in the dark, firmly believed that the spirit of 
the murdered mate was visiting them, in order to avenge the 
wrongs inflicted on it in the flesh. The superstition of 
sailors is as deep as it. is general. All those o.f the Molly, 
too, were salts of the old sehool., sea-dogs of a past genera-
tion, properly speaking, and mariners who had got their 
notions in the early part o:f the century~ when the spirit of 
progress was less active than it is at present.56 
The uncanQY appearances and disappearances of the QSkimmer of the Seas~ 
often had caused the superstitious to mutter about ghost ships and 
Captain Kidd. 
Some say it is only a craft o:f mist that skims the top of 
the seas like a sailing water-fowl.; and others think it is 
the sprite of a vessel that was rifled and burnt b.r Kiqd in 
the Indian Ocean, looking for its gold and the kil.l.ed.57 
No wonder that when this mysterious vessel disappears during a storm :fro.m 
55oooper, Jack~, p. 207. 
56Ibid., P• 391. 
57oooper~ The Water-Witch, pp. h3-h4. 
219 
under the very guns of Her Britannic Majesty's ship, the superstitious 
seamen feel that her escape was supernatural. The fore-top-man, Robert 
Yarn, Plnot only asserted, but •• • confirmed the declaration by ma.ny-
strange oaths, that while he lay on the lee-fore-top-sail-yard-arm, 
stretching forth an arm to grasp the leech of the sail, a ~k-looking 
female fluttered over his head, and eaused her long hair to whisk into 
his face, in a manner that compelled him to shut .his eyes, which gave 
occasion to a smart reprimand from the reefer of the top.n58 There were 
those who tried to find a more logical answer, but most of his shipmates 
completely accepted his explanation. 
That the common seaman did not always better his position by' 
throwing in his lot with lawless men is seen in Jack Tier, which probably' 
gives a much truer picture of conditions than those stories based on the 
legends of Captain Kidd. With the outbreak of the Mexican War, the 
smuggling of gunpowder and arms proved a new source of profit to unscrupu-
lou.s seamen. Captain Spike of the Molly Swash is one of Cooper t s most 
despicable villains •. Harry Mulford, his mate, knew that Captain Spike 
was uneasy about meeting coast guard vessels and he has suspicions that 
all is not well, but he knows his duties as a sailor better than to 
question his orders. When a barrel of flour breaks revealing its cargo 
of amm.u.ni tion, Harry realizes the full import of Spike's actions. Rose 
and Harry discuss what it all means. 
"The war alludes to the war now existing between America 
and Mexico, and the money to be made is to be plundered at 
sea, from our own merchant vessels. If Don Juan Montefalderon 
is really in treaty for the purchase of the brig, it is to 
58cooper, The Water-Witch, p. 221. 
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convert her into a Mexican cruiser, either public or private. tt: 
'~t this would be treason on the part of Spike.= 
11Not more so than supplying the enem;r with gunpowder, as 
he has just been doing. I have ascertained the reason he was 
so unwilling to be overhauled by the revenue steamer, as well 
as the reason why the revenue steamer wished so earnestly to 
overhaul us. Each barrel of flour contains another of gun-
pmider, and that has been sold to this Senor Montefalderon, 
who is doubtless an officer of the Mexican government, and 
no· smuggler.u69 
It is indicative of Cooper's aristocratic leanings that he makes the 
Spanish nobleman more virtuous that the common American with whom he is 
doing business. When, to save Rose, Barry disobeys orders, Spike maroons 
him on a protruding cap of coral. 
'llHark'ee, Mr. Mulford,111 said Spike sharply, as soon as both 
were on the rock, nyou have run from m;r brig, thereby showing 
your distaste for her; and I've no disposition to keep a man 
who wishes to quit me. Here you are, sir, on terrum firm, as 
the scholars call it; and here you have my full permiSSIOn to 
remain. I wish you a good morning, sir;· and will not fail to 
report when we get in, that you left the brig of your own 
pleasure.u60 
Yet though he abandoned Harry on a naked rock with neither food nor water, 
so firm was the feeling that a sailor should be loyal to his ship, that 
when Harry offers his services to the navy men to help overtake the brig, 
the officers disapprove. 
'~What, Mr. Mate, do you turn against your craft?n said 
Wallace, under the impulsive feeling which induces all 
loyal men to have a distaste for treachery of every sort. 
1'-The seaman should love the very planks of his vessel. n61 
59cooper, Jack Tier, p. 146. 
60Ibid., P• 301. 
6J.Ibid., P• 400. 
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There was still another cargo which was profitable enough to 
lure unscrupulous captains--black ivo~. Although some might que~tion 
whether the subject of the slave trade rightfully belongs in a chapter 
on piracy, legal record confirms that it does. 
B.r the act of congress, 1820, c.ll3, if any citizen of the 
United States, being of the crew of any foreign vessel, or 
any person being of the crew of any vessel owned in whole 
or part b.r any citizen of the United States, shall be engaged 
in the foreign slave trade, he shall be adjudged a pirate.62 
The stigma attached to the slave trade was counterbalanced b.r 
the immense profits. 
' One reason the slave trade paid 0ff so well was that there 
always was a good market for its wares. Another was that 
no ship need fear having to make one part of the trip in 
ballast, as was the case on many runs, and owners got a 
profit three ways. Outward bound to .Africa, the typical 
Newporter carried New England rum, which was traded for slaves, 
gold, and spices. The slaves were sold for cash in the West 
Indies, where a small part of the price was laid out
6
in mo-
lasses-for resale to the New England rum distillers. 3 
Although in ~ ~ Rover Cooper mentioned the prevalence of 
slavers in Rhode Island harbors, the slave trade did not seem to especial-
1y appeal to fiction writers. The fact that no one had any contact with 
the Red Reverts ship or crew while under the misapprehension that it was 
a slaver seems to indicate that even in that state where the trade was 
commonly practiced, slavers were unpopular. 
One of ·the first to write of the wretched conditions aboard 
slave ships was William Starbuck Mayo in Kaloolah. The captain explains 
62The Pirate's ~Book, p. xi. 
63peter Freuchen, Book of the Seven Seas (New York: Julian 
Messner, Inc., 1957), P• 4oo.--- --
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that there are various methods of packing slaves, but that his is the 
most humane. He is strongJ.:y opposed to tl!tight packing. tt: 
"Why, tight packing consists in making a row sit rl th their 
legs stretched apart, and then another row is placed between 
.their legs, and so on, until the whole deck is filled. In 
the one case each slave has as much room as he can cover 
lying: :ill the other, only as much room as he can occupy 
sitting.64 
Even the use of the Wbumane& method of packing does little to mitigate 
the suffering of the poor creatures. 
Never, but in a slaver, were seen such groups of woe-begone 
wretches. Many were ill with previous disease, and all of 
them laboring under the distressing effects of sea-sickness; 
their naked bodies begrimed with filth, shivered and shrunk 
in the cool fresh air, and their quivering lips and rolling 
eyes expressed the heighth of bodily suffering, mental agony, 
and hopeless despair.65 
The captain blames the English for the crowded, deplorable conditions. 
A larger ship would attl:'act the attention of British ships and lead to 
attack. Actually the large number of deaths occasioned b,y the crowded 
quarters often means financial loss to the owners. In one storm two 
hundred fifty slaves died. 
Despite accidents the trade is profitable, and .for the 
cruelty of it, no one is to blame except the English. 
Were it not for them, large and roomy vessels would be 
employed, and it would be an object to bring the slaves 
over with eve:cy comfort, and in as good cond.i tion as 
possible. Now ever.r consideration must be sacrificed 
to the one great object--escape from capture b,y the 
British cruisers.66 
64w. s. Mayo, Kaloolah (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1887), 
P• 185. 
65Ibid., p. 188. 
66Ibid., pp. 189-190. 
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Peace with England did not bring about better conditions on 
the average slave ship, however. Comfort was always sacrificed for 
profit. Moerover, the need to keep the slaves in shackles was shown in 
an actual situation immortalized in Melville's short story ~Benito 
Cereno.'tr. 
Unde~ the date of Wednesday, February 20, 1805, the log book of 
the Perseverance, a small ship built and commanded by Captain Amasa Delano 
o:f Duxbury, Massachusetts, contains the following entry. 
At six a.m. observed a sail opening round the south head 
o:f St. Maria, coming into the bay. It proved to be a ship. 
The captain took the whale boat and crew, and went on board 
her. As the wind was very light, so that vessel would not 
have .much more than steerage way at the time, observed that 
the ship acted very awkwardly. At ten a.m.; the boat return-
ed. Mr. Luther informed that Captain Delano had remained on 
board her; and that she was a Spaniard :from Buenos Ayres, 
:four months and twenty-six days out of port, w.i.th slaves on 
board; and that the ship was in great want o:f water, had 
buried maQYwhite men and slaves on her passage, and that 
Captain Delano had sent :for a large boat load o:fwater, some 
:fresh :fish, sugar, bread, pumpkins, and bottled cider, all 
of which articles were immediately sent.67 
This entry and the subsequent report o:f Captain Delano and court 
records :from the basis :for lliBeni to Cereno. u The :fictional account follows 
the facts with amazing accuracy, though in Melville's skillful bands, the 
story took on new power and atmosphere. 
In Mel ville t s hands, a true and stirring adventure became 
a Gothic tale of. terror. He added magnificent and ominous 
descriptions; altered the names of the ships from T:gal to 
San Dominick,· and :from Perseverance to Ba.tchelors Delight 
--symbolic changes which, of course, tell more about 
Melville than Delano. However, the underlying difference 
between the :fiction and the fact is that in the former the 
67walter Teller, editor, Five ~ Captains (New York: Atheneum 
Publishers, 1960), p. 73. 
reader's sympathy finally lies with neither protagonist but 
with the author. Reading Melville, ~ou admire the author; 
reading Delano, you admire the man. 6 . 
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Let us turn to Melville's account which, without a:ny word of aclmowledge-
ment, he had taken from Chapter XVIII of Captain Delano's narrative. 
As Captain Delano watched the vessel draw near the harbor where 
he had moored his own sealer, he saw that she was drawing too near a 
sunken reef. WThis seemed to prove her a stranger, indeed~ not only to 
the sealer, but the island; consequently, she could be no wonted free-
booter on that ocean.n69 On closer inspection uthe true character of 
the vessel was plain--a Spanish merchantman of the first class, carrying 
negro slaves, amongst other valuable freight, from one colonial port to 
another.tt70 
The sad tale of storms, scurvy, fever, and lack of provisions 
was one that Captain Delano well understood, for he too had met with 
misfortunes at sea, but he was greatly surprised at the amount of freedom 
allowed the negroes on board. Don Benito assured him that the blacks 
were completely faithful for they belonged to his friend Don Alexandio 
Aranda. 
"Yes, their owner was quite right in assuring me that no 
fetters would be needed with his blacks; so that while, 
as is wont in this transportation, those negroes have 
always remained upon deck--not thrust below, as in the 
Guinea.m.en--they ?ave, also from the beginning, been 
68Teller, ~ Sea Captains, P• 22 
69Herman Melville, t•Benito Cereno, f1l Selected Writings of Herman 
Melville (New York: Random House, 1952), p. 256. -
7C'I...-.·d -~., p. 257. 
.freely permitted to range within given bounds at their 
pleasure~ 11171 
Perhaps the Guineamen had reason .for the harsh confinement o.f their 
captured slaves, .for the blacks aboard the San Dominiek repaid their 
masters' kindness with treachery and violence. 
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The Civil War brought the shipping o.f slaves to a halt. An 
alert coast .guard and improved shipping laws lessened the amount o.f 
smuggling. As .for piracy, it had practically ceased by the end o.f the 
.first quarter o.f the nineteenth centur,r. 
The invention o.f the steamship and the institution o.f the 
coast guard were soon to end the looting o.f ships on the 
high seas and the breeding o.f piracy o.f£shore. Fast-driven 
steamships chased down the rogues at sea, while coast guard 
cutters routed them out o.f their nests along the shore in 
places inaccessible to warships. These were the instruments 
o.f their suppression, but the end o.f piracy with its sup~ 
porting racket was predetermined as early as 1760 when the 
Industrial Revolution spread over England.72 
If piracy on the high seas had become less common by the nine-
teenth century, its very passing made it more popular with the writers 
o.f the age .for the patina o.f the past adds luster to the subjects o.f 
romance. Scott had demonstrated how history could glamorize romances, 
but America had little in the way o.f either history or legend to aid her 
writers in weaving their tales. Captain Kidd and the bold buccaneers 
and smugglers who plied their trade along the Atlantic seaboard were 
among the .few local romantic sources .for the tales o.f Cooper, Irving, 
and Poe. Cooper did much to set the pattern .for the American romance. 
71Melville, Q]enito Cereno,n Selected Writings, pp. 269-270. 
72Karraker, Pirac;y ~ ! Business, p. 227. 
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His Byronic heroes were gentlemen motivated by patriotism or wounded 
sensibilities, a blending ~of the real with the purely ideal.D73 In 
his emphasis on the sea not onlY as a setting for but as a shaping force 
of man, Cooper prepared the way for the allegorical interpretations of 
Melville. "Benito Cerenotl is not so much an account of rebellious slaves 
as the whole shadow of life with all its guilt and crime. Certainly 
American tales of ocean rovers bear a kinship to the British romances of 
Scott, Stevenson, and Kingsley, but they add a strong sense of nationalism 
and a concern for universals. Perhaps the pirates, smugglers, and slavers 
who wandered the high seas without the bonds of home and family appealed 
to American writers of the nineteenth century as another example of the 
rugged individualism found in thi.s ·new ·country. Thus they became part 
of the same tradition as America's whalingmen, merchantmen, and pioneers. 
73cooper, ~Water-Witch, p. 5. 
CHA.PrER VI 
THE COMMON SEAMAN AND THE AMERICAN MYTH 
Why did the old Persians hold the sea holy? Why did the 
Greeks give it a separate deity, and own brother of Jove? 
Surely all this is not without meaning. And still deeper 
the meaning of that story·ot Narcissus, who because he 
could not grasp the tormenting, mild image he saw in the 
fountain, plunged into it and was drowned. But that same 
image, we ourselves see in all rivers and oceans. It is 
the image of the ungraspable phantom ef li:te; and this is 
the key to it a11.1 
The nineteenth century men who wrote of the sea may have known 
life in the forecastle firsthand, but lJl.a.DiY' of them saw in the sea and 
the men who bravely faced its dangers a suggestion of the Whole pioneer 
spirit of America. The vision has been called b.r various names--the 
.American dream, the American myth, the American legend. Perhaps it 
could more simply be described as an attitude of mind typi:tied by ideal-
ism, radicalism, individualism, and the firm conviction that however 
serious the problems ahead and however deep one's sense of guilt, some-
how the dilemma would be met and successfully resolved.2 If in Moby-
Dick, Herman Melville seems to revoke the idea of the American dream, 
lHerman Melville, Moby-J)iek (New Yorkt Albert and Charles 
Boni, Inc., 1933), P• 3. 
2Theodore Hornberger has suggested that the American Dream was 
actually part of the movement usually called liThe Enlightenment tt or t'The 
Age of Reason. n:- 11The American Dream is, in one sense, an integral part 
of the Enl.ightenment. It is the notion that here, on the North American 
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it is only because of his bitterness at the failure of democratic Ameri-
can to become the envisioned promised land. But if Moby-Dick shows the 
failure of democracy, it is also an affirmation of what Henry Nash Smith 
has called America's Wimperial destiny.~ 
This imperial dest~, like the eighteenth-century dream 
of an American Empire, had two different aspects which 
seldom received equal emphasis at a given moment. There 
was on the one hand the world-historical mission of do-
minion over the seven seas, like that of Venice, or 
Amsterdam, or London, which could carry a nation to great-
ness without regard to its internal resources and popula-
tion. The theme of the passage to India, as Benton 
developed it during most of his career, belongs to this 
aspect of the notion of empire. The economic basis which 
it emphasizes is that of ocean-borne commerce. But the 
highway to the Pacific was potentially more than a means 
of connecting the wharves of the seaport with the ware-
houses of merchants in the interior. It was not only an 
instrument of distribution: it could also become an 
instrument of production, or at least of creating facili-
ties for production, in the area through which it passed.3 
continent, men and women were to make a fresh start, to build a new life 
and new institutions, free of the cramping restrictions of hallowed 
customs and vested interests. Here they were to build a society better 
than any the world had ever seen. The Ameriean Dream took shape with 
the discovery of what was happil.y" called the New World. Different men 
have of course envisioned the future in different and sometimes incom-
patible ways. Captain John Smith and Governor William Bradford were in 
some ways poles apart, as were John Cotton and Roger W:i.lliams, John 
Eliot and John Wise, John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Bamilton 
and Thomas Paine, but all of them were American Dream-ers. There is 
room in the American Dream for both of the temperamental extremes that 
have been mentioned. On the whole, however, the prevailing pattern of 
the American Dream has been that optimistic pattern which characterized 
the Enlightenment. Its underlying philosopey is embedded in a few magic 
words which have been used so frequent:cy and for so many purposes that, 
like table silver, they often seem tarnished.'!:" Theodore Hornberger, 
"The Enlightenment and the American Dream, tt- The American Writer and The 
Euroryean Tradition (Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press,-
1950 , P• 17. . 
3Henry Nash Smith, Virgin ~: ~ .American West ~ Symbol 
and~ (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1950), P• 29. 
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The romantic nature of the age conceived an idealized, if 
ambivalent~ picture of the American way of life. As Harry Levin suggested 
in The Power of m.ackness, there is undeniably an American ideology to 
which all Americans subscribe. 
On the most overt plane of self-consciousness, we all par-
ticipate in an ideology which is commonly known as the 
American dream. This takes its dramatic aspect from the 
terrain; and since the place is a new world, the time is 
the present, imminently·verging upon the future. The lead-
ing character ought to be nothing less than society as a 
whole, and the plot should be the fulfilment of nature 
through material progress. Such at all events, is the 
benign and familiar ideal.4 
In li tara ture, the universalities of the American myth were 
expressed by symbols and b.1 the development of certain stereotyped charac-
ters and situations. The Puritan faith, democracy, and the frontier 
spirit of the new nation emphasized the importance of man as an individu-
al. Society was seen as a corrupting influence. The pioneer, the farmer 
and the seaman, men close to nature, were revered as typical .Americans. 
Thus there grew up a Yankee myth typified by the farmer Jonathan, a 
frontier myth typified by Leather-Stocking, and a sea myth represented 
by Long Tom Coffin. 
The unexplored distant horizon with its promise of greater 
opportunities for those courageous enough to seek them was the basis of 
the American dream. The typical American was visualized as a pioneer 
setting forth with axe and gun to subdue Indians, wild animals, rocky 
soil, and virgin forests. 
Some Eldorado has always been calling to the more adventur-
ous spirits upon American soil. The passion of the forty-
4Harry Levin, The Power of Blackness (New York: Vintage Books, 
1960), p. 6. - -
niner neither began nor ended with the discovery of gold 
in California. It is within us. It transmutes the harsh 
or drab-colored everyday routine into tissue of fairyland. 
It makes our ttw:inning of the Westnr a magnificent national 
epic. It changes today the black belt of Texas, or the 
wheatfields of Dakota,. into pots of gold that lie at the 
end of rainbows, only that the pot of gold is actually 
there. The human hunger of it all, the gorgeous dream-
like quality of it all, the boundlessness of the vast Ameri-
can spaces, the sense of forest and prairie and sky, are all 
inexplicably blended with our notion of the ideal America.5 
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But the passion for exploration was not limited to the land. Beyond 
California lay the vast Pacific stretching to the Orient. Wealth in the 
form of roving·herds of whales, sea lions, and trade with distant lands 
beckoned to men courageous enough to set .forth in small, wooden sailing 
vessels. In a sense the sea was but an extension of the frontier, the 
Pacific ttanother West, prefigured in the Plains, antithetical. tt6 Men 
' 
went to sea for much the same reasons that they headed West. 
The deserts, the mountains, and even the plains call 
men, but it seems to be the sea, real or imaginary, that 
speaks to them in such a metaphysical voice. Man is seldom 
led to think that he goes there in search of the facts, or 
even how to live. No, he goes there in search of' some 
notion of' himself. 
That is the positive side of an impulse that bas its 
less admirable appeal--one seldom goes to sea just to get 
away, to get away from it all. Even one t s own kind become 
abstractions, familiar routine functions rather than 
personalities since the mirror of the sea reflects nothing 
but the viewer and itself. 7 
5Bliss Perry, The American Mind (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1912), P• 146.- · -.-
6charles Olson, crall Me Ishmael: A Study o:f Melville (New York: 
Grove Press, Inc., 194.7),p.-J3. . - -
7wright Morris, The Territory: Ah~ad (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and Company, 1958), pp. 6~9. 
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But men went to sea pri.nt.aril.y to explore, to chart new l.ands, and seek 
new fortunes.. This Wal.ter ~ell.er informs us, was the key to the American 
experiment. 
ThAt experiment began w:ith a voyage, a voyage of' expl.sration 
--which is to say a jo'\llrlley toward the unknown--and it has 
ever since been moving in the same direction. Such voyages, 
in essence, are al.l alike. Someone steps on board a caravel., 
a brig or sloop, or he mounts to the driver's seat of' a prairie 
schooner, and travels as f'ar as courage and cunning will take 
him. It is--all. of' it--part of one search, and in all of it 
there is a basic honor. On the way a man may encounter im-
probable things. He may stumbl.e on a continent lying athwart 
his track, he may fetch up on an uncharted rock, he may raise 
the fairest of' islands ••• He may shape new courses, map new 
coastl.ines, run snto women more beautiful than he had dreamed 
of. But if the voyage is really successful., his greatest 
discovery tur.as out to be some devel.opment inside his own head 
or heart.8 
Harry Levin in~ Power~ Blackness continues the thought. 11Given the 
circumstances, it is no wonder that voyages of discovery ha1[e served as 
real. or imaginary vehiel.es for our literature, from John Smith to Ernest 
Hemingway, or that its prevailing movement has been westwa.rd..tt9 And it 
must be remembered that the movement westward includes the voyages in 
the Pacific. 
With the establishment ef an American myth came the creation 
of the typical American hero. R. W. B. Lewis in The American Adam has 
attempted to show how solitar.r individuals faced with the challenges of 
society and civilization have been the basis for most American novels. 
For what some novelists were to discover was that the 
story implicit in American experience had to do with an 
Bw-uter Teller, ed., Five Sea Captains (New York: Atheneum 
Publishers, 1960), p. 4. 
9r.evin, The Power of Blackness, p. 5. 
Adamic person, springing .from nowhere, outside time, a.t 
home only in the presence of nature· and God, who is thrust 
by circumstances into an actual world and an actual age • 
.American fiction grew out o.f the attempt to chart the im-
pacts which ensued, both upon Adam and upon the world he 
is thrust into. American fiction is the story begotten by 
the noble but illusory myth o.f the .American as Adam.l0 
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One of the most important originators of the American myth was 
James Fenimore Cooper. Certainly Long Tom Coffin is one of the Adamic 
heroes described by Mr. Lewis. As Warren S. Walker pointed out in his 
article on ''Elements of Folk Culture in Cooper's Novels, tt Cooper's special 
contribution to American folk lore was his use of folk heroes. 
There are a number of well-defined folk types in the novels 
of Cooper. Some of these had their prototypes in earlier 
pieces of literature • • • But there are other folk types 
that are seen .for the .first time in prose .fiction in Cooper's 
novels, and these are important, .for they are to take their 
places in the .front ranks o.f the gods and demigods emerging 
.from the .folk imagination to .form an American mythology.ll 
It was Cooper who laid the .foundations for the American Indian myth. It 
was he Who first made American heroes like George Washington and John 
Paul Jones into semi-legendary, historical .figures. Most important o.f 
all, he created the first great mythic .figures o.f the .frontier and sea. 
Actually his .frontiersmen and old salts are basically the same charac-
ters. Both are more at home in their natural element o.f sea or .forest 
than they are in civilization, though both are kindly and sympathetic to 
those who have need o.f their services. William Gilmore Simms was one of 
IDa. W. B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy, ~ 
Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: The University o.f Chicago 
Press, 19~, p. 89. 
llwarren s. W~er, 1tElements o.f Folk Culture in Cooper's Novels, 1t 
James Fenimore Cooper: A Re-Appraisal (Cooperstown: New York State 
Historical Association, I954), P• 89. 
the critics to recognize the similarities in Cooper 1 s seamen and 
.frontiersmen. 
His conception o.f the .frontier white man, if less true than 
picturesque, is also not less happy as an artistical concep-
tion of great originality and effect. In him, the author 
embodied his ideal of the philosopher o.f the foremast--Hawkeye 
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is a sailor in a hunting shirt--and in this respect he committed 
no error in propriety. The sailor and the forester both derive 
their philosophies and character from the same sources, though 
the one disdains the land and the other trembles at the sight 
of the sea. They both. think and feel, with a highly individual 
nature, that has been taught, by constant contemplation, in 
scenes of solitude. The vast unbroken ranges of forest, ta 
its lonely occupant, press upon the mind with the same sorl of 
solemnity which one feels condemned to a life of partial isola-
tion upon the ocean. Both are permitted that degree of commerce 
with their fellow beings, which suffice to maintain in strength 
the sweet and sacred sources of their humanity. It is through 
these that they are commended to our sympathies, and it is through 
the same medium that they acquire that habit of moral musing and 
meditation which expresses itself finely in the most delightful 
of all human philosophies.l2 
In his 11Fable for Criticsm Lowell made almost the same criticism. 
And his very Long Toms are the same useful Nat 
Rigged up in duck pants and a sou 'wester hat 
(Though once in a Coffin, a good chance was .found 
To have shipped the old .fellow away under ground. ) 
Long Tom is as definite a .folk type as Natty Bu.mppo, and if he 
has not become as .famous in American literature, it is because he appears 
in only one novel. 
The comparative neglect of Cooper's sea stories is perhaps 
due to the absence of any one dominating personage to give 
the unity found in the Leather-Stocking Tales. In his first 
sea-tale, The Pilot, Cooper discovered in Long Tom Co:t:fin, 
a wort~ companion to Natty Bumppo, but tong Tom went dow.n 
with his ship, and consequently became unavailable .for the 
l 2w. Gilmore Simms, ttThe Writings o:f J. Fenimore Cooper,n- Views 
~Reviews in American Literature (New York: Wiley & Putnam, 1845'), 
p. 219. 
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purposes of fiction.13 
Long before Co?per had written The Pilot, the name Coffin was synonymous 
with Nantucket and the whaling industry. Wha.l.ing and American democracy 
were inseparable components of the American myth, and the wha1ing indus-
try was dominated always by the intrepid Nantucket whalers, who could be 
found pursuing their business in every ocean of the globe. It is most 
fitting that America's first maritime folk character should be a 
Nantucket whaling man. 
For the sea is his; he owns it, as Emperors own empires; 
other seamen having but a right of way through it. 
Merchant ships are but extension bridges; armed ones but 
floating forts; even pirates and privateers, though following 
the sea as highwaymen the road, they but plunder other ships, 
other fragments of the land like themselves, without seeking 
to draw their living from the bottomless deep itself. The 
Nantucketer, he alone resides and riots on the sea; he alone, 
in Bible language, goes down to it in ships; to and fro 
ploughing it as his own special plantation. There is his 
home; there lies his business, which a Noah • s flood would 
not interrupt, though it overwhelmed all the millions in 
China. He lives on the sea, as prairie cocks in the prairie; 
he hides among the waves, he climbs them as chamois hunters 
climb the Alps. For years he knows not the land; so that 
when he comes to it at last, it smells like another world, 
more strangely than the moon would to an Earthsman. With the 
landless gull, that at sunset folds her wings and is rooked 
to sleep between billows; so at nightfall, the Nantucketer, 
out of sight of land, furls his sails, and lays him to his · 
rest, wh;ile under his very pillow rush herds of walruses and 
whales.l4 
Long Tom has the Nantucketer's feeling for the sea. He is 
never quite comfortable on land. ''The waves, to me, are "t~hat the land 
is to you; I was born on them, and I have always meant that they should 
13Lillie Deming Loshe, The ~ly American Novel (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1907~PP• 89-90. 
14Melville, Moby-Dick, p. 56. 
be m:r grave. uJ.5 He is justly proud of his heritage. 
t11Ay Coffin, 111 continued the old sailor ••• ttttis a solemn 
word, but it's a word that passes over the shoals, among 
the islands, and along the cape oftener than any other. 
MY :father was a Coffin, and my mother was a Joy; and the 
two names can count more ·flukes than all the rest in the 
island together; th0ugh the Worths, and the Gar 1ners, and 
the Swaines, dart better harpoons, and set truer lances 
than any men who come from the weather-side of the 
.A.tlantic • .U6 
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Nantucket whaling men with their courage, ingenuity, and spirit of ad-
venture were to become synonymous with the m:fthic conception of the true 
American. Other towns produced great whalingmen also, but as William 
Starbuck Mayo explained in Kaloolah, to the Islanders whaling was not 
just a business but a whole way of life. 
Whaling, it is well known, has been, almost from the first 
settlement of this country, the chief emplcr,rment of the 
inhabitants of ttthe Island. tt .AJ.l were directly or indirect-
ly interested in it. By· it were bounded the hopes o:f the 
young and the memories of the old. In it alone could the 
highest honors be v-ron, and good. blows and trae with harpoon 
and lance were not of less effect in winning the regard of 
the fair and the respect of the men, than the most trenchant 
sword-cuts of gallant knights in the best day of chivaJ.ry". 
It was, conseqp.entl;r, pursued with an ardor and an enthusiasm 
that penetrated the remotest, wildest, iee•bound retreats of 
the fl:yi.ng cetacea, and which has served to associate with 
the character of a Nantucket whaler the idea of dauntless 
brave9::1 enduring fortitude, determined energy, industry, and skill. 
Furthermore, whaling men often shared Long Tom t s aversion to 
the land. Bulkington, the six foot Southerner aboard the Pegeod in 
P• 1. 
15crooper, The Pilot, p. 248. 
16~., p. 290. 
17w. s. Mayo, Kal.oolah (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1887), 
Moby-Dick, also belongs primarily to the oceans of i!he world. 
When on that shivering winter's night the ]?equod thrust 
her vindictive bows into the cold malicious waves, who 
should I see standing at her helm but Bulk:ingtonl I 
looked with sympathetic awe and fearfulness upon the man, 
who in mid-winter just landed from a .four years t dangerous 
voyage, could so unresistingly push off again for still 
another tempestuous term. The land seemed scorching to 
his feet.ltS 
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Thus Long Tom is more than a Yankee seaman; he is a model for the later 
old salts of American fiction. 
Dr. Warrens. Walker suggests that only in the half-wits and 
true old salts like Lopg Tom does Cooper ever give a sympathetic picture 
of Yankees. Certainly most of his Yankees, even those who are seamen, 
possess many of the worst qualities .of New Englanders. 
The stage Yankee was a common figure on the litera:cy scene 
in the nineteenth century, appearing in prose fiction .!or the 
first time in Seba Smith's Major Jack Downing and running 
through Mark Twain r s Connecticut Yankee. He was the vehicle 
for satire en the down-East temperament, but it was ordinarily 
satire of the jovial kind, for Brother Jonathan was essentia.lly 
a comic character. In the novels of Cooper, however, there 
lives a Yankee of an entirely different type. He is a mean, 
scheming hypocrite who embodies all the evils inherent in 
democraey.l9 
Although Cooper is kinder to his Yankee seamen than to landsmen, 
both Daggett, the Vineyarder in The Sea Lions, and Itbuel Bolt, the Yankee 
in The Wjng-and-Wing, have many unpleasant qualities. Both are mercenary, 
bard-driven, bitter men. It is not surprising that Cooper's Yankee con-
temporaries should feel that his characters were not genuine New Englanders. 
John Neal complained about Cooper's Yankees in his preface to The 
l~elville, Moby-Dick, p. 115. 
19walker, ~aments of Folk Culture,~ pp. 92-93. 
Down-Easters. 
And as for the Yankee of' Cooper, notwithstanding his great 
cleverness in dramatic portraiture, they are dead failures, 
like every sample to be found in the romances of' Mr. Galt 
(whose early Scotch novels are unequalled for truth, humor 
and originality) of Mr. Fearon, of' Mrs. Trollope, and of' 
Mr. Captain B. Hall, who never qy any accident happened to 
give a speciman of' true Yankee, nor hardly ever a downright 
Amerieanism.20 
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There was still another type of' seaman who represented the 
spirit of the nineteenth century, although he had appeared on the scene 
earlier. 
Along the coast of' New England, and coincidentally with the 
birth of' the nation, there arose a distinct class--you might 
almost say a race--of seafaring men. • • They were the kind 
of' men who combined enlightenment with acquisitiveness, who 
were both broadly tolerant and competitive, who were free 
traders in spirit as well as fact.. Starting out from pro-
vincial seaboard towns in their newly founded country, they 
showed an ability and determination to sail wherever they 
liked and enter and do business in any port in the world. 
They prospered with an expanding American-flag merchant 
marine, declined when the new West got in the saddle, and 
disappeared entirely with the end of' the age of sail. 21 
That such men actually existed is witnessed by the five captains to whom 
the above tribute is paid--Captains Delano, Fanning, Cleveland, Coggeshall, 
and Slocum--but the ability, ingenuity, courageousness, and spirit. of 
exploration of men such as these became another part of the American myth. 
Cooper r s contribution to the development of the American myth 
was more than simply the creation of folk characters. Most folk litera-
ture has some concern with the supernatural, and Cooper added to the 
legends which had already begun to form around inexplicable events in the 
20John Neal, The Down-Easters, V. I (New York: Harper and Brothers, 
1833), pp. iv-v. --
21Teller, Five Sea Captains, pp. 3-4. 
lives of superstitious sailors. 
It is not surprising that the largest boqy of super-
natural lore in Cooper comes in his novels of the sea. 
He wrote about life on shipboard at greater length and 
with more realism than any of his predecessors in prose 
fiction had done. If he was only slight~ acquainted with 
Indians, he was fast friends with a number of seafaring 
men, for he had gone to sea himself both as a common sea-
man and as a naval officer. The beliefs and superstitions 
that he attributes to seamen probab~ form the most au-
thentic part of his material about the supernatural. 
Ghost ships have been operating off the northeast coast 
of America since the middle of the seventeenth century, and 
it is quite appropriate to find Cooper's old salts making 
frequent reference to them. Although none of these phan-
toms of the sea is actually sighted in a Cooper novel, 
such strangely elusive vessels as the Red Rover, the Water-
Witch, and the Wing-~-Wing are all ~taken for specters 
at times, and so the effect in these novels is much the 
same. There are several pieces of sailors 1 luck lore in 
the novels; it is unlucky to weigh anchor on a Friday, for 
e:x:ample; or it is unlucky to sing or whistle in a gale. 
There are numerous bad omens such as deviations in the 
compass needle and the cries of drowned seamen--both of 
which, incidental~, were to be used later by Melville in 
Moby"-Dick. 22 
238 
Cooper was well aware of the part that superstition played in 
the minds of his sailors. He wrote in Red Rover that he believed that 
the feelings and fears of these untutored men were intensified by the 
vastness of the ocean. 
There is a majesty in the :might of the great deep, that has 
a tendency to keep open the avenues of that dependent creduli-
ty which more or less besets the mind of every man, however he 
may have fortified his intellect by thought. With the firma-
ment above him, and wandering on an interminable waste of 
water, the less gifted seaman is tempted, at every step of his 
pilgrimage, to seek the relief of some propitious omen. The 
few which are supported by scientific causes, give support to 
the many that have their origin only in his own excited and 
doubting fancy. The gambols of the dolphin, the earnest and 
22walker, UElements of Folk Culture,tt pp. 93-94. 
busy passage of the porpoise, the ponderous sporting of 
the unwieldy whale, and the screams of the marine birds, 
have all, like the signs of the ancient soothsayers, their 
attendant consequences of good or evil. The confusion 
between things which are explicable, and things which are 
not, gradually brings the mind of the mariner to a state 
in which a.rry exciting and unnatural sentiment is welcome, 
if it be :for no other reason than that, like the vast 
element on which he passes his life, it bears the im-
pression of what is thought a supernatural, because it is 
an uncomprehensible cause. 23 
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Thus the seaman Knighthead knows that the Caroline is fated, 
for there have been four bad omens. The captain was hurt as the anchor 
was leaving bottom, a mysterious old man in a rowboat disappeared while 
being chased (proving he must be in close league with the devil), the 
pilot was forcibly ejected from the ship, and the Caroline set sail on 
Friday. NG wonder the seamen were uneasy and watched Captain Wilder, 
sure that he was the devil's own agent. 
In~ Pilot a young midshipman is strongly rebuked for whistling 
in a gale, always a portent of disaster. The legend was popular and often 
appears in later sea tales. A short tale entitled UWhistling Jack1t in 
a collection of sea stories by John s. Sleeper tells of an old seaman 
who, before a death on board, is always heard whistling. He is forbidden 
to whistle by his officers, btit he is not the master of his own strange 
gift. 
The element o:f mystery which sUITounds ships like the Water-
Witch with its mystical figure head, which :foretells the future and seems 
to possess strange powers, is found in marry sea tales. In William. 
Leggett 1 s story tf:The Spectre Fire-Ship1t the devil personally collects the 
23cooper, The ~ Rover, pp. 242-243. 
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captain's soul in accordance with the pact they had made many years 
before. Leggett agreed ~r.ith Cooper on the superstitious nature of sea-
men. 
For, of all the classes and occupations of men, sailors are 
probably the most generally and uniformly superstitiGus. 
This charaeteristic may be attributed, in part, to their 
perilous calling, which forces upon their vision a thousand 
atmospheric phenomena which they oannot comprehend, and 
leads the untutGred mind o:t the sailor to conjure up, amidst 
the contending elements, the forms o:t things unseen, and to 
_hear unearthly sounds borne along upon the winds which 
whistle and murmurs through the rigging o:t his ship, but it 
is, in a still greater degree, attributable to the sincerity, 
the frankness and the unaffected simplicity of the sailor's 
character, which makes him the most credulous o:t men.24 
Thus the seaman and his supersti tiona added to the growing American Ieyth. 
Cooper added new dimensions to the established myth. The ro-
mance .o:t Captain Kidd and the possibility of buried treasure had long 
appealed to the public imagination. Cooper was to use these legends as 
a basis :tor his novel, The Water-Witch. Although the Skimmer o:t the 
Seas does not actually represent the famous pirate, he sailed the same 
waters at a time when people still talked of the exploits o:t Captain 
Kidd. "The tales, coupled with the deeds, character, and :tate of the 
notorious Kidd, were then still recent, and although magnified and colored 
by vulgar exaggerations, as all such tales are known to be, enough was 
believed, by the better instructed, to make his life and death the subject 
of many curious and nzy-sterious rumors. tt25 When the beautiful Alida de 
Ba.rberie sees a strange brigantine enter the bay of her uncle t s estate, 
21¢william Leggett, •trhe Spectre Fire-Ship, tt Knickerbocker, III (May,l834), p. 362. 
25cooper, ~ Water-Witch, p. 94. 
she is well aware of the possibility of pirates. 
Although the coast of North America offered little to invite 
lawless depredation, and it was in general believed to be so 
safe, yet the possibility that cupidity might be invi. ted by 
the retired situation of her uncle's villa did not fail to 
suggest itself to the mind of the young heiress. Both she 
and her guardian were reputed to be wealthy and disappoint-
ment on the open sea might drive desperate men to the com-
mission of crimes that in more prosperous moments would not 
suggest themselves. The freebooters were said to have formerly 
visited the coast of the neighboring island, and men were just 
then commencing those excavations for hidden treasures and 
secreted boot,r which havg been, at distant intervals, con-
tinued to our own time. 2 
While the pirates of North America were an historical reality, 
their daring, adventurous personalities and the legends which developed 
around their exploits became part of the American· myth. Cooper not only 
based The Red Rover and The Water-Witch on the half-legendary stories of 
--- -
the notorious Captain Kidd, but he made ttse of the traditional buried 
treasure hunt in~ Sea Lions. Although not entirely conventional in 
its action, it did ~resent in American fiction, however, perhaps the 
first instance of the conventional South Sea treasure island chart found 
among the effects of a mysterious dying sailor, thus anticipating Robert 
Louis Stevenson and a hundred others.tt27 
Cooper also was the first to present a folk hero. Although his 
picture of John Paul Jones is shadowy and unreal, there is, nevertheless, 
a superhuman quality about him and the suggestion that he represents more 
than just the man. That the Pilot is dark, mysterious, and brooding is 
26cooper, ~Water-Witch, p. 99. 
2~William ijallam Bonner, mcooper and Captain Kidd,~ Modern 
Language Notes,LXI (January,l946), p. 23. 
in the true ~onic tradition, but his love of freedom and feeling for 
the sea fitted him for hi.s role in an American novel. Unfortunately, 
the romance is not completely effective for though the Pilot•s knowledge 
of the area is obvious and his views on liberty are clearly_expressed, 
he is neither mythic enough to be symbolic nor real enough to add veri-
si.mili tude. 
The Pilot himself, whose face, on his first appearance, 
seemed fllike the ocean at rest, contrasted with the waters 
around him,~ is another attempt in the mythopoeic-patriotic 
vein. As Washington blended into the mountains in The ~' 
as Leather-Stocking will later blend into the woods, so is 
Jones intended to blend into the sea. But the trick does 
not come off. The Pilot is as theatrically improbable as 
Laura or Manfred.28 . 
Only in Long Tom Coffin did Cooper succeed in blending the seaman with 
the sea.29 
Cooper's picture of the sea is panoramic. He had discovered 
that because of the 1epoverty of materials u· he would have to satisfy him-
self with the tt"general picture," but in doing so he enhanced the mythic 
quality of his works. In The American Novel and Its Tradition, Richard 
Chase suggests that the unique quality of American fiction is the interest 
o:f its writers in the concepts which led to the :formation of the American 
myth. ttHere was proo:f of Tocqueville 's idea that although the abstract-
ness and generality of the democratic imagination would make unavailable 
28Harold C. Gardiner, ad., American Classics Reconsidered (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1958), p. 74. 
29Joseph Conrad believed that.Cooper knew how to blend the sea 
with life and to create seamen who were both real and mythic. Conrad 
wrote in his Notes: "He has the knowledge of simple hearts. Long Tom 
Co.ffin is a monumental seaman with the individuality of life and the 
significance of a type. tt Joseph Conrad, Notes on Life and Letters (New 
York: Doubleday, Page and Company, 1925), p. 1~.--
some of the traditional sources of fiction, this abstractness would in 
itself be a new source of mythic ideality. tt30 The picture of American 
life which Cooper had established became traditional. Future generations 
would accept his theory that nman's natural goodness is best preserved in 
isolation from organized society and is not expressed through institutions, 
which for some obscure reason generally become corrupt.u31 The ideal 
American was a "kingly comm.ont11 individual whose innate resources enabled 
him to face a storm at sea, a lurking Indian, or his God with equal 
equanimity. 
The .American mythos of the sea-frontier is also found in Dana •s 
Two Years Before .~ Mast. Although the narrative is autobiographica.;L., 
the ideas and characters it portrays ally it to the myth of the nineteenth 
century man. Dana was a Harvard man whose interest in the sailor was 
prompted by the same hum.ani tarian spirit that caused him to join the 
Free Soil Movement and to oppose the Fugitive Slave Law. He entered the 
forecastle primarily as an observer. Dana had been brought up a Boston 
Brahmin, but he could not fail to be influenced by the rising belief in 
the equality of man which was sweeping the country. Here was his chance 
to see the common man in action. 
You hear sailors' talk, learn their ways, their peculi-
arities of feeling as well as speaking and acting; and., 
moreover, pick up a great deal of curious and useful 
info:rm.a.tion in seamanship., ships, customs, foreign 
countries, etc. from their long ya~ns and equally long 
disputes. No man can be a sailor, or lmow what sailors 
3'1li.chard Chase, The American Novel and Its Tradition (New York: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1957), P• 15. --
31Mi1ler, ~American~' p. 24. 
' •. 
are, unless he has lived in the forecastle with the~­
turned in and out with them, and eaten from the common 
kid.32 ' 
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Although Dana's Two Years Before~ Mast was a reoord of ex-
perience rather than a romance in the American myth tradition, Dana 
shared the attitude expressed by Cooper and later perpetuated by Melville 
that the average seaman is simple-minded, sentimental, basically re-
ligious, resourceful, and, in a sense, curiously innocent. Here was 
Rousseau's theor,r of the noble savage transferred to the uneducated 
sailor. They had a supernatural awe of' the Bible which was primitive 
in impulse. 
There is nothing which will gain a sailor's attention sooner, 
and interest· him more deeply, than a tract, especia.lly one 
which contains a story. It is ditf'icult to engage their 
attention in mere essays and arguments, but the simplest 
and shortest story in which home is spoken of, kind friends, 
a praying mother or sister, a sudden .death, and the like, 
of'ten touches the hearts of' the roughest and most abandoned. 
The Bible is to the sailor a sacred book. It may be in the 
bottom of' his chest voyage after voyage; but he never treats 
it with positive disrespect. I never knew but one sailor 
who doubted its being the inspired word of God; and he was 
one who had received uncommonly good education, except that 
he had been brought up without ~ early religious influence.33 
Dana's one experience bef'o~ the mast would always remain in 
his mind as a sort of idyll. He remembered his crewmates with nostalgia 
and his lite on shipboard as a period of challenge and activity. The 
f'oreeastle might be foul and the captain cruel, but the romance. of the 
sea permeates the whole narrative. 
32Richard Henry Dana, Two Years Before the Mast (New York: 
Random House, Inc., 1936), p. '5'3:- --
33Ibid., p. 403. 
The sea was as still as an inland lake; the light trade-
wind was gent~ and stead~ breathing from astern; the 
dark blue sky' was studded with the tropical stars; there 
was no sound but the rippling of the water under the stem; 
and the sails were spread out--wide and high--the two lower 
studding-sails stretching on each side far beyond the deck; 
the topmast studding-sails like wings to the topsails; the 
topgallant studding-sails spread fearlessly out above them; 
still higher~ the two royal studding-sails looking like two 
kites flying from the same string; and highest of all~ the 
little sky'-sail~ the apex of the pyramid seemingly actually 
to touch the stars; and to be out of reach of human hand. 
So quiet~ too, was the sea~ and so steady the breeze~ that 
if these sails bad been sculptured marble they could not 
have been more motionless. Not a ripple upon the surface of 
the canvas; not even a quivering of the extreme edges of the 
sail, so perfectly were they distended b.r the breeze. I 
was so lost in the sight that I forgot the presence of the 
man who came out with me, until he said (for he~ too, 
rough old man-of-war's man as he was, had been gazing at 
the show), half to himself~ still looking at the marble 
sails--~ow quietly they do their workl~34 
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The idealized picture of the common seaman and the romance of 
the sea continued long after Dana's Two Years Before the Mast~ The 
preface to Voyage and Venture~ a collection of: sea stories published in 
1857, shows clearly how firmly engrained the American myth of the common 
sailor and his life had become. 
The varied and adventurous life of the sailor presents ~ 
facts which are of great interest and full of instruction. 
We see in his courage and steadiness, when surrounded by 
circumstances of deadly peril, a striking example of the 
force of self-discipline in preparing the mind for extra-
ordinar.r emergencies. In perils of storm and shipwreck--in 
the daring feats of the whaler, boldly assailing his enormous 
prey, in the single combat with the monster shark in his own 
element, and even in the da~ routine of duty which llsends 
the mariner aloft on the giddy top-masttt we read lessons of 
intrepidity and coolness, which are worthy the admiration 
and imitation of landsme:g in the dangers to which they may 
occasiona];y be exposed.3~ 
34nana~ T\<To Years Before the ~, p. 403. 
35voyage ~Venture; ~, ~Pleasures and Perils~.! Sailor's 
Life (Philadelphia: H. c. Peck & Theo. miss, 1~'), pp. v-vi. 
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The American myth was to reach its apex in the novels of Herman 
Melville. To be sure, his quest for truth and his symbolism are more 
universal than American, but his attitude and his seamen, men of many 
nations engrossed in an enterprise uniquely American, are too much a part 
of the whole mythic concept to be ignored. 
Much has already been written, much more will be written of 
Melville's real contribution to American myth, and of his 
reflection of myth already existing when he began to write. 
But I cannot see that American myth, new or inherited, will 
ever be sufficient for a critical examination of formai 
elements in Melville•s symbols. The White Whale owes his 
origin, in. part, to Owen Chase's renowned accourit of the fate 
of the Essex, sunk in the mid-Pacific in 1820 b.1 a vindictive 
spe:rm whale, and to the American myth of Mocha Dick following 
upon that disaster. But in his sy.mbolic elements Moby-Dick 
is related to an international group of symbols, principally 
Occidental. rather than American. Melville's art merges with 
the imagistic character of Leconte de Lisle's poetry rather 
than with an American mythos, whether crude in the whalemants 
legend of Mocha Dick, or refined and ttU teraryll' fu the 
American legends of Cooper, Simms, Whittier, or Longfellow; 
with the symbolic elements of Gauguin • s art rather than with 
the representational matter of William Sidney Mount's paint-
ings of the American frontier. These are symbolistic directions 
from the depths of Melville. I do not intend to deny the 
correspondence of his art wi tg other American forms in the 
upper, more familiar waters.3 . 
Accepting Mr. Baird's theory that Mel ville t s symbolism tran-
scends the American myth, the myth was still an integral part of his 
heritage and attitudes. James E. Miller in an article in the Bucknell 
Review has pointed out that Melville took his ~aterial, not only from 
his readings, but .from his whole knowledge o.f his own country • 
Out o.f the classic literature o.f the past (works which 
Whitman called archetypal poems), out o.f a central cultur-
al tradition of epic, allegory, satire, philosophy; out 
36James Baird, Ishmael: ! Study ~ the Symbolic Mode in 
Primitivism (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1.960), p. :xvi.. 
o:f the clash o:f ideas of his own tilne; out of the sub-
litera:cy :folk-culture o:f whaling ships and New England 
country towns, o:f the prairies and the Mississippi; out 
o:f a jamming and shoving and welding together of these 
disparate materials and forms, Melville constructed his 
books.37 
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In her study of .American humor, Constance Rourke adds weight 
to Miller's belief that the :folk culture of America strongly influenced 
Melville. Although Typee, Melville's :first book appears to be merely a 
travel adventure story of the South Seas, it "Was linked with the native 
comic temper o:f the time, particularly that o:f the West, with its strong 
bias toward a naturalistic existence, its lyricism, its continual revela-
tion o:f the movement toward the :farther West and the western sea. tt38 
James Baird has used the term t.tsailol:" savage 1• to describe sea-
man like Toby, Melville's companion during his sojourn in the valley of 
the Typees. Here is the American vision of a sailor--an independent 
individual escaping :from the chafing restrictions of society. The 
wandere:z:- turns away :from his native land, and then disenchanted returns 
to it again. This is American, yet at the same time, a story as old as 
· the wanderings of Ulysses. 
The archetypal significance of ocean as the element ove:z:-
whieh the voyage:z:- travels is that of timelessness--eternity. 
The sea is primitive and timeless; the ego is subsumed by 
th~ sea; and here man returns to his first objective in his 
atavistic longings :for origins. All the major pilgl:"images 
o:f Melville's books, save those of Pierre, Israel Potte:z:-, 
and Clarel take place on water. The seaman becomes by 
37 James E. Miller, Jr., !!.Melville's Search :for Form,'' Bucknell 
Review,(December,l959), p. 265. 
38constance Rourke, American Humor: A Stu~ of the National 
Character (New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 19 3); p. 154. 
association primitive and eternal like the sea beneath 
him.39 
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The sequel to Typee, Omoo adds two more mythic characters-'-
Shorty and Dr. Long Ghost--to Mel ville's marl time frontiersman. Both 
novels make good use of tlthe folk-material, the salty, earthy" humor, 
which at times capriciously captures Melville's imagination and carries 
him beyond fact into fiction as he exaggerates character or heightens 
suspense.uhO 
Melville became aware that he was ·different .from the men 
around him when he made his first voyage which he later .fictionalized 
in his novel Redburn. It had been a youthful Melville who had first 
sought his fortune at sea secure in his faith that all men are created 
equal and that America was the land of opportunity. Melville's dreams 
were soon as shattered as the figurehead on the wonderouslywrought glass 
ship in the glass case in his home. In fact, the tiny figure tumbled 
into the sea on the very day that Redburn left home. William Gilman in 
his study, Melville's Early; Life and Redburn, expresses the belief that 
it was Melville's disillusionment which caused his spiritual isolation 
from his .fellowmen. 
Although Redburn does not realize it, it is the .failure 
of the American dream that produces the sense of being 
an outcast with which he leaves home. The emotional 
brutality of
41
the sailors leaves him tta kind of Ishmael tt 
on the ship. 
39Baird, Ishmael, p. 213. 
4~ller,~elville's Search for Form,~ p. 266. 
4:lwilliam H. Gilman, Melville's Early Life and Redburn (New York: 
New York University Press, 19$1), P• 21~--
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For the rest of ·his life Melville felt himself an Ishmael. Charles R. 
Anderson has pointed out that in White-Jacket ttthough ostensibly mixing 
with the seamen as a common tar, Melville sets himself apart as a sheep 
from among goats, securely cloaked in the aristocratic tatters of his 
White Jacket.tt42 Melville was to use this distinction again in Moby-Dick 
where his knowledge of whaling and whaling men, coupled with the vision 
of the American dream and its failure, gave his fertile imagination the 
raw material it needed. As Charles Olson commented in Gall ~ Ishmael: 
'liit gave him the power to find the lost past of America, the unfound 
present, and make a myth, Moby-~, for a people of Ishmaels.tt43 
The sinking of the Essex and the episodes concerning Mocha Dick 
had become part of America's folk literature before it passed into 
Melville's hands. It was natural that the stories should fascinate him. 
He had seen Owen Ohase, who had been mate of the ill-starred Essex, and 
had talked to Chase's son, who had given him a copy of an account of the 
sinking. Melville himself had been part of the crews that set out in 
ti~ boats to capture the huge leviathan, and he had helped cut it up and 
try it out in the blazing try works where he listened to the stories being 
told around the smoking pots. 
Opposite the mouth of the works, on the further side of 
the ·wide weoden hearth, was the windlass. This served 
for a sea-sofa. Here lounged the watch, when not other-
wise employed, looking into the red heat of the fire, till 
their eyes felt scorched in their heads. Their tawny 
features, now all begrimed with smoke and sweat, their 
42oharles Roberts Anderson~ Melville in the South Seas (New York: 
Oolum.bia University Press, 1939), p. 418. -- -
43olson, Gall ~ Ishmael,. p. 15. 
matted beards, and the contrasting barbaric brilliance o£ 
their teeth, all these were strangely revealed in the ca-
pricious emblazonings of the works •••• they narrated to 
each other their unholy adven~pres, their tales of terror 
told in words of mirth •••• 44 
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It is not surprising that the stories that Melville heard burned them-
. selves into his memory. There were stories, too, that he had heard while 
lounging in the maintop with the incomparable Jack Chase aboard the u. s. 
Neversink, but whether in the wild light o£ the tryworks or the moonlight 
peace of the maintop, Melville was storing up the yarns and folktales he 
heard. If he added new dimensions to his own adventures and the tales he 
repeated, he was only following the time-honored custom of sailors. 
That a sailor should be at libert,r to enlarge upon his own 
yarn, o£ course, was a well-established convention long before 
Sinbad. Melville could also claim the timely license of the 
pioneer, extending the frontier beyond the western coast, and 
commemorating that exploit with tall tales. The presupposition 
was not strict veracity, but the impression of authentici~ con-
veyed by hearing the story from a man who had been there.45 
In spite of the universality of its symbolism and primitivism, 
geographically the book is part of the American myth. Ishmael starts on 
his voyage from New Bedford and Nantucket--names synomymous with Whaling, 
the industry that required the courage of a pioneer and the acumen of 
big business. The mythic feeling o£ the story is increased by the legend 
o£ how the Redman first came to Nantucket. Harry Levin has shown how 
often Melville draws on the images of the frontier to describe the great 
white whale. 
A lone whale is compared to Daniel Boone; a herd o£ them 
might be a stampede o£ bu£faloes. The ultimate quarry, as 
44Melville, Moby-Dick, p. 377. 
45Levin, The Power of Blackness, p. 170. 
he is described in a progressive series o£ topographical 
metaphors, has traits which connect him with landmarks in 
several regions of the United States: his hump is like 
Mount Monadnock, his mouth like a wigwam on MacKinac Island, 
his stomach like the mannnoth Cave of Kentucky, his body like 
the Natural Bridge of Virginia. Wherefore the task of har-
pooning him is c·omparable to that of the pioneer in taming 
the wilderness.46 
Philip Rab.v carries the comparison further, for if the sea is Melville's 
£rontier, Ishmael is his pioneer. 
Melville's Ishmael flies to the ocean instead of to the 
£orest, taking passage in a ship which is "not so much 
bound to any haven ahead as :rushing from all havens 
asternm; and in the crew of the Pequod he finds many of 
the qualities which Cooper attributed to his frontiersmen. 
There is a similar emphasis on technical skill, on the 
virtues of simple men, and on a male comradeship which, 
as with Leatherstocking's relations with Chingachgook, 
transcends racial differences, and there is a s~ar 
absence of women and of fa~ and social ties.47 
It was American that the forecastle of the Peguod should contain 
men of all nations, for the new nation was the melting pot for all races, 
united under one flag. As D. H. Lawrence wrote, ~any races, maqy peoples, 
many nations, under the Stars and Stripes. u48 These were men united to 
the furtherance of .American industry. 
The Nineteenth Century is full of writings concerning the 
ttplain tt men in .American democracy. 
The American writers understood that this ttplaintt man was 
not merely plain, that if he and his kind were commons 
they were 'lkingly commons, It potentially heroic, at least, 
if not actualJy so, and the same .American imagination that 
46Levin, The Power of Blackness, p. 204. 
-.- -
h7Philip Rahv, Literature in .America (New York: Meridan Books, 
1.958), P• h.ho. 
48tawrence, Studies in Classic .American Literature, p• 162. 
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loved to dwell upon him chose also to show him at his best.49 
Furthermore, it was an age that recognized that democracy also bred un-
common men whose dest~ it was to lead the mobs. Ahab was such a natural 
leader, burned by an insatiable ambition and the fanaticism of a Hitler. 
Melville was not blinded by the American ideal of democracy. 
A whaleship reminded Melville of two things: (l) democracy 
had not rid itself of overlords; (2) the common man, how-
ever free, leans on a leader, the leader, however dedicated, 
leans on a straw.50 
Mel ville 1 s chapter on the whiteness of the whale adds to the 
mythic quality of Moby-Dick by telling of the symbolic meaning of white-
ness in legends and mythology, especially the frontier legends, for 
Ytamong the Red Men of America the giving of the white belt of wampum was 
the deepest pledge of honor; ••• to the noble Iroquois, the midwinter 
sacrifice of the sacred White Dog was by far the holiest .festival o.f 
their theology • • • the White Steed o.f the Prairies, a magnificent milk-
white charger~l was nthe elected Xer.xes of vast herds o.f wild horses, 
whose pastures in those days were only fenced by the Rocky Mountains and 
the Alleghanies.~2 Melville, like Cooper before him, had merely trans-
.ferred his frontiersmen to the sea. The embitterment o.f Melville created 
by the failure of the American dream is inherent throughout his works. 
He recognized that it was not always ambition and adventure that prompted 
49van wyck Brooks, The Times o.f Melville and Whitman (New York: 
E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1947), p. 473. -
50olson, Call Me Ishmael, p. 64. 
51Melville, Mo"by-Dick, p. 168. 
52Ibid., p. 170. 
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men to blaze new trails in the forests or to sail before the mast. An 
individual disillusioned with society escaped to the frontier or sea to 
find solace in nature. Unlike Cooper, who formed in Leather-Stocking 
and Long Tom Coffin two separate Adamic figures bearing the attributes 
of one, Mel~ille in the character of Israel Potter combined the landsman 
and sailor. The outcast must choose whether to escape to the forest or 
the sea, but of the two the sea offers the greater anonymity. 
A hermitage in the forest is the refuge of the narrow-minded 
misanthrope; a hammock on the ocean is the asylum for the 
generous distressed. The ocean brims with natural griefs and 
tragedies; and into that watery immensity of terror, man's 
pri~ate grief is lost like a drop.53 
Cooper had seen the frontier and sea as representing the challenge of this 
new nation; Melville recognized that· they were the natural safety valves 
of civilization. 
Billy Bndd, the work of Melville's old age, is the least 
.American in its myth, for the only freedom that exists aboard the 
Indomitable is that which exists in men's souls. 
Where Moby-Dick was set on a whaling ship, Billy Bndd was 
set on a man of war. Where the crew of the Peqp.od were 
volunteers, the crew of the Indomitable were impressed into 
service. Where the Pequod's crew voluntarily abdicated 
their democratic rights, Billy Budd lost his without a 
hearing. And finally, where the Pequod was an independent 
.American vessel, the Indomitable served nhis majesty, the 
king.w The change from a democratic America at peace to a 
monarchic England at war. This change was momentous.54 
At the time of the writing of Billy~' the American dream had been 
5.3Herman Melville, Israel Potter (New York: G. P. Putnam & Co., 
1855), pp. 20-21. 
54 Frederic I. Carpenter, American Literature and the Dream 
(New York: Philosophical Library, Inc., 1955), p. 77;- -
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shattered. Civil War had split the nation and left corruption in its 
wake. The age of steam had extended ciVilization over the oceans, 
Amerieats last great frontier. Melville's own life had been one of 
bitterness and disappointment. He had failed to find the answers he 
sought in Christianity. 
Indeed, Melville turns to the Christian myth in Billy Budd 
not to revitalize and reaffirm it, but, with some poignant 
sorrow, to demonstrate its weakness and final inefficiency. 
Although Melville did not in this stor,r, as he did in the 
others, actual~ create myth out of the materials of his 
experience, his achievement was no less impressive. In 
Biily Budd Melville made the old myth serve as the basic 
materials for its very denial and rejection. Clearly such 55 use of myth marks not a beginning but an end of a tradition. 
With the composition of Bil!r ~ the cycle was complete. The 
mythos which saw the American common man as pioneer or sailor, simple 
self-reliant, lonely, an integral part of his environment--at home only 
in the forest or on the sea away from society--was rapidly undergoing 
a change. The new American would be urbane and materialistic; part of 
the industrialized age. Freedom and democracy, the b,ywords of the nine* 
teenth century, would lose their power as man became involved in group 
living. But the frontier heritage o£ America remainS an underlying 
strength. As long as seamen like Moses Marble, Ithuel Bolt, Long Tom 
Coffin, Toby, Ishmael, ~ington, Dr. Long Ghost, and Jack Chase are 
remembered, the vision "Which made America a great nation will not 
entirely fade. 
5~er, ·1tMelville•s Search for Form,'1 P• 276. 
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THE COMMON SEAMAN IN NINETEENTH CENTURY .AMERICAN FICTION 
Abstract of the Dissertation 
The role of the common seaman in nineteenth century American 
fiction is a revelation of the interest 'in the common man, the growth 
of democracy, the agitation for humanitarian reform, and the quest for 
nationalism which characterized the new nation between 1790 and 1865. 
The fictional seamen not only represent the actual men who shared the 
crowded quarters of the forecastle, but perhaps they are also a manifes-
tation of the spirit of American democracy and the development of a native 
mythos. The sea has always been basic to American life and thought~ -In 
the opening years of the century, trade with the Orient was highlY profit-
able. American whalers explored the islands of the Pacific and became 
familiar with the watery wastes from the Arctic to the Antarctic. With 
the establishment of a strong NavY follewing the War of 1812, America 
became one o:f the great maritime powers of the world. Later in the centu-
ry when the frontier lured young men of adventure away from the sea and 
foreign crews filled the forecastles of ships, conditions on board Ameri-
can vessels worsened. Harsh treatment, bad food, long hours, and low pay 
discouraged men of ability from a maritime career. Yet there were always 
men who grew restless on land and, like Melville, returned to the sea. 
It was a piece of extraordinar,r good fortune that the fore-
castles of American ships contained three such eloquent spokesmen as 
James Fenimore Cooper, Richard Henry Dana, Jr., and Herman Melville. The 
fiction written by these men reflect their own experiences at sea. 
Cooper sailed in the early days of the century when a young man of abili-
ty could begin at the bottom and rise to the quarter-deck. Captains felt 
a paternal interest in their crews, and men were loyal to their ships. 
Dana represented the gentlemen of good family who sailed before the mast 
to restore their health and see life firsthand. A lawyer in later years, 
he fought to bring about legal reforms ;for the betterment o;f seamen. 
Herman Melville served in every maritime branch-merchantman, whaler, and 
frigate--in the later years when captains were tyrannical and the crew 
represented the outcasts of all nations. He saw in their problems not 
only the need £or maritime reform but the universal suffering or all man-
kind. Of course, there were romantic novels of the sea. He~ Cheever, 
Edward Judson, and Captain Ingraham 1n-ote of noble young tars and wicked 
villains, but to counterbalance these popular tales were the factual 
narratives of genuine seamen--Nathaniel Ames, Amasa Delano; J. Ross 
Browne, and Josiah Cobb. 
Although English writers had already popularized maritime 
literature, America's unique contribution was the development of seamen 
such as Long Tom Coffin who, like Jonathan, the Yankee farmer, and 
Leather-Stocking, the frontiersman, represented a stock figure. Except 
for the legend of Captain Kidd and the tales of pirates who buried 
treasure or smuggled along the Atlantic coast, America had little folk-
lore, but her writers created a feeling of mythos through the use of 
allegory and symbolism. The seaman hero of American fiction was based 
on fact, but he also was representative of the democratic individual 
freed from the stultifying restrictions of civilization. Closer to the 
-sea than the land, he was part o:f the American dream which visualized 
the typical American as solitary, courageous, ingenious, and kin to the 
natural elements. 
The invention o:f steam-driven vessels and the advent o:f the 
Civil War brought the age o:f sail to an end. Netv legislation and shorter 
voyages improved conditions :for the common seamen. The Wold saltu like 
the pioneer became part o:f America's heritage. 
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